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Introduction

ROWING UP AS AN autistic girl can feel like you're living in two worlds at once.
G There's the world inside your head—full of fascinating interests, big feelings, and
your own special way of seeing things—and then there's the outside world, which often
seems designed for people whose brains work differently than yours. The tween years,
when you're somewhere between being a kid and becoming a teenager, can make this
feeling even stronger. But here's the good news: understanding how your autistic brain

works can help you navigate both worlds while staying true to who you really are.

I'm Katie Franklin, and I wrote this book because I've learned so much from the autistic
people in my life—especially the amazing girls and young women who've shared their
experiences with me. I'm nota doctor or therapist, but I've walked alongside autistic loved
ones through many of the challenges and celebrations you might be facing right now.
This book brings together what I've learned from them, along with insights from autistic

adults, researchers, and advocates who understand what it's like to grow up autistic.

This isn't one of those books that tries to teach you how to act "normal” (whatever
that means, anyway). Instead, it's about understanding yourself better—how your brain
works, why certain things feel harder or easier for you than for other kids, and how to ask
for what you need. It's about celebrating the incredible strengths that come with being

autistic, while also giving you practical tools for handling the tricky parts.

Throughout this book, we'll explore topics that matter to you right now: understanding
your sensory experiences, managing big emotions, building friendships that feel right for
you, handling school challenges, and so much more. We'll talk about things like why eye
contact might feel uncomfortable, how to deal with overwhelming situations, and ways
to communicate what you need to the people around you. Every chapter is designed to

help you understand yourself better and feel more confident in who you are.
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One important thing to remember: every autistic person is unique. What's true for one
autistic girl might be completely different for another. You might read something in this
book and think, "Yes! That's exactly how I feel!” Other times, you might think, "Hmm,
that's not really me."” Both reactions are totally okay. Take what helps you and leave the

rest.

You don't have to read this book from start to finish. Feel free to skip around to the
chapters thatinterest you most or that deal with something you're facing right now. Think

of it as your personal guide—you're the boss of how you use it.

Being autistic isn't something that needs to be fixed or hidden. It's a fundamental part of
who you are, and understanding it can help you feel more comfortable in your own skin.
You have unique strengths, perspectives, and gifts that the world needs. This book is here
to help you discover them, celebrate them, and use them as you navigate these tween years

and beyond.

Welcome to your book. I'm so glad you're here.



Chapter One

Discovering Your
Autistic Identity

Embracing Your Unique
Brilliance

Understanding What Makes You Uniquely You

AVE YOU EVER FELT really different from the other kids at school? Maybe you
I I notice things they don't, or you think about the world in ways that seem unusual

to them. If so, you're not alone—and there's actually something pretty amazing going on.

Your autistic brain works in cool ways that help you notice things other kids might miss.
Like someone who can hear tiny differences in music, or spot patterns that others walk

right past, your brain has special abilities that make you uniquely awesome.

Being autistic isn't about being broken or needing to be fixed. It's about having a brain
that works differently—and differently can be absolutely brilliant. Think about it: the
world needs all kinds of thinkers. If everyone thought exactly the same way, who would

come up with new ideas? Who would notice the details that lead to amazing discoveries?

e’
-
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What Does "Autistic” Really Mean?

When we say someone is autistic, we're talking about the way their brain is wired. It's not
a disease or something that needs to be cured—it's just a different way of experiencing

and interacting with the world.
Here are some things that might be true for you as an autistic person:

* You might have intense interests in specific topics (we call these "special inter-

ests,” and they're actually one of your superpowers!)

* Your senses might work differently—sounds might seem louder, lights brighter,

or textures more noticeable
* You might prefer routines and find sudden changes challenging

* Social situations might feel confusing sometimes, like everyone else got a rule-

book you didn't receive
* You might think in pictures, patterns, or very logical ways

* You might feel emotions really intensely, or have trouble figuring out exactly

what you're feeling
* You might need time alone to recharge after being around people

Not every autistic person experiences all of these things, and that's okay! Autism looks
different for everyone. You're not "more autistic” or "less autistic” based on how many of

these you relate to—you're just you, and that's exactly right.

— ¥
-l

Your Brain's Special Strengths

Let's talk about what your autistic brain does really well. These aren't just nice things to

say—they're real strengths that researchers have found in autistic people:
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Pattern Recognition: You might be amazing at spotting patterns that others miss. This
could mean you're great at puzzles, math, music, or noticing when something is out of

place.

Attention to Detail: While other kids might look at the big picture and miss the small
stuff, you notice the tiny details. This makes you excellent at things like editing, quality

checking, or any task that requires precision.

Deep Focus: When you're interested in something, you can focus on it intensely for long

periods. This ability to dive deep into a topic is how experts are made!

Honesty and Directness: You probably value honesty and say what you mean. Inaworld
where people often say one thing but mean another, your straightforward communica-

tion is refreshing.

Logical Thinking: Your brain might be really good at following logical rules and systems.
This helps with everything from computer programming to understanding how things

work.

Strong Memory: Many autistic people have incredible memories, especially for things

they're interested in. You might remember facts, conversations, or details from years ago.

Creative Problem-Solving: Because you think differently, you often come up with

solutions that no one else considered. Your unique perspective is valuable!

e’
-

Meet Dallas: A Rock-Solid Identity

Dallas is eleven years old, and she knows more about rocks and minerals than most adults.
She can identify dozens of different types of stones just by looking at them, and she's been

collecting specimens since she was seven.

Atschool, some kids think it's weird that Dallas carries a small polished stone in her pocket

everywhere she goes. They don't understand why she'd rather spend recess looking at the
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gravel in the playground than playing tag. For a while, Dallas tried to hide her interest in
geology. She left her favorite rocks at home and pretended to care about the same things

as everyone else.

But pretending to be someone else was exhausting. Dallas felt like she was wearing an
uncomfortable costume all day long. She wasn't being herself, and it made her feel sad

and tired.

Then something changed. Dallas's science teacher asked her to give a presentation about
her rock collection. Dallas was nervous, but once she started talking about her speci-
mens—explaining how each one formed, what minerals they contained, and where they
came from—something magical happened. Her classmates were actually interested! They
asked questions. They wanted to see her collection. A few kids even started bringing her

rocks they found to identify.

Dallas realized that her passion for geology wasn't something to hide—it was something
that made her special. She stopped pretending to be like everyone else and started being
proudly, authentically herself. Sure, not everyone gets why she loves rocks so much,
but that's okay. Dallas knows that her intense interest has taught her patience, scientific

thinking, and the joy of really knowing something deeply.

Now Dallas wears her favorite stone necklace every day. It reminds her that being different

isn't just okay—it's her greatest strength.

P.S. If your special interest is collecting bottle caps or memorizing bus schedules, that's

awesome! The world needs people who notice cool stuff others walk right past.

—tat .
-_—\—

The Power of Special Interests

Let's talk more about special interests, because they're one of the most wonderful parts

of being autistic. A special interest is something you're really, really passionate about—so
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passionate that you could talk about it for hours, learn everything about it, and never get

bored.
Your special interest might be:

¢ Animals (maybe you know everything about wolves, or you can identify every

breed of dog)

-

A TV show, book series, or movie (you've watched it dozens of times and notice

new details each time)

.

A hobby like drawing, coding, or building things

.

A subject like space, history, or languages

.

Collecting things like stamps, cards, or figurines
¢ A specific time period, place, or culture

Whatever your special interest is, it's not "just a phase” or "an obsession you need to

control.” It's a source of joy, comfort, and learning. Your special interest:

+ Gives you something to look forward to when life feels hard

-

Helps you relax and recharge when you're stressed

-

Teaches you how to research, organize information, and become an expert
« Can connect you with other people who share your passion
. Might even turn into a career someday!

Some people might tell you that you talk about your interest "too much” or that you
need to "have other hobbies.” But here's the truth: your passion and dedication are
strengths. The world needs people who care deeply about things and pursue knowledge

with enthusiasm.

That said, it's also good to learn when and where to share your special interest. We'll talk
more about this in later chapters, but the basic idea is: your interest is wonderful, and

learning to read social situations helps you share it in ways that others can appreciate too.
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—tat .
-_—\—

Try This! Create Your Identity Celebration Page

Get a piece of paper or open a document on your computer. This is going to be all about

celebrating what makes you uniquely you!

1. Your Strengths: Write down three things your autistic brain does really well.
Maybe you notice details, remember facts, or think logically. What are YOUR

superpowers?

2. Your Special Interest: What's the thing you could talk about for hours? Draw

it, write about it, or paste pictures of it. Celebrate your passion!

3. Your Authentic Self: Write one thing you sometimes hide about yourself, and
one reason why it's actually awesome. (Example: "I hide that I don't like loud
cafeterias. But actually, having sensitive hearing means I notice beautiful sounds

like birds singing that others miss.")

ety -
-l

Understanding Masking (And Why You Don't Always Have to Do It)

"Masking" is when you hide your true self to fit in with other kids. It's like wearing an

invisible costume that makes you look and act more like non-autistic people expect.
You might be masking when you:

* Force yourself to make eye contact even though it's uncomfortable

+ Hold in your excitement about your special interest

* Copy how other kids talk or move
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¢ Pretend to understand social rules you find confusing

Hide when you're feeling overwhelmed

-

Laugh at jokes you don't find funny

-

Stay still when your body wants to move or stim

Here's the thing about masking: sometimes it's necessary (like during a test at school when
you need to focus), but doing it all the time is exhausting. It's like running a race that never
ends. Many autistic people who mask constantly end up feeling burned out, anxious, or

like they don't even know who they really are anymore.
You deserve to have places and times where you can just be yourself. That might mean:

¢ Stimming freely at home (rocking, flapping, spinning—whatever helps you feel

good)

-

Talking about your special interest with people who appreciate it

.

Taking breaks from eye contact when you need to

.

Saying "I need a quiet break” instead of forcing yourself to stay in overwhelming

situations
¢ Wearing comfortable clothes instead of what's "cool”

The goal isn't to never mask—sometimes we all adjust our behavior for different situa-
tions. The goal is to find a balance where you're not exhausting yourself by pretending to

be someone you're not.

e’
-

Building Your Support Team

Growing up autistic is easier when you have people who understand and support you.

Your support team might include:



10 THE NEURODIVERGENT TWEEN GIRL

Family Members: Parents, siblings, or other relatives who learn about autism and help

you advocate for what you need.

Friends: Kids who accept you for who you are, share your interests, or are also autistic

and "getit."

Teachers and School Staff: Educators who understand that your brain works differently

and help create a learning environment where you can succeed.

Therapists or Counselors: Professionals who can teach you skills and strategies while

respecting your autistic identity.

Online Communities: Forums, social media groups, or websites where autistic people

connect and support each other.

Mentors: Older autistic teens or adults who can show you that growing up autistic leads

to a great life.

You don't need a huge team—even one or two people who truly understand you can make
a big difference. And remember, you're also part of your own support team! Learning
about yourself and advocating for your needs is one of the most important things you

can do.

Let's Explore: Who's On Your Team?
Think about the people in your life right now:
¢ Who makes you feel accepted for who you are?
* Who can you talk to when you're having a hard time?
» Who celebrates your special interests with you?
* Who helps you when things feel overwhelming?

If you can't think of many people, that's okay—building your support team is something
you can work on. Start by identifying one person (maybe a parent, teacher, or school

counselor) who you could talk to about being autistic and what you need.



DISCOVERING YOUR AUTISTIC IDENTITY 11

_—rat .
-

Your Autistic Identity Is Something to Celebrate

Here's what we want you to remember from this chapter: Being autistic is not something
to be ashamed of or hide. It's a fundamental part of who you are, and it comes with real

strengths and abilities.

Yes, being autistic in a world designed for non-autistic people can be challenging. You
might face misunderstandings, sensory overload, or social confusion. But these challenges
don't define you—your strengths, interests, passions, and unique way of seeing the world

do.

As you grow up, you'll learn strategies to handle the hard parts. You'll find your peo-
ple—other autistic individuals and allies who appreciate you. You'll discover careers and
hobbies that let your autistic strengths shine. And most importantly, you'll learn to be

proud of who you are.

Your autistic identity isn't something to overcome or cure. It's something to understand,
embrace, and celebrate. You're not a broken version of a non-autistic person—you're a

perfect version of you.

Welcome to your journey of self-discovery. It's going to be amazing.



Chapter Two

Sensory Superpowers

Understanding Your Unique
Sensory World

Your Senses Work Differently (And That's Powerful!)

C LOSE YOUR EYES FOR a moment and think about everything you can sense right
now. What do you hear? Feel? Smell? For you, these sensations might be much
more intense than they are for other kids—or sometimes much less noticeable. This is

because your autistic brain processes sensory information differently.

Think of your senses like volume controls on a stereo. For some autistic people, certain
senses are turned way up—sounds are louder, lights are brighter, touches feel more
intense. For others, some senses are turned down—they might not notice when they're
hungry, cold, or even hurt. And for many autistic people, it's a mix: some senses are

super-sensitive while others are under-sensitive.

Understanding how your senses work is like getting the instruction manual for your own
brain. Once you know what makes you comfortable or uncomfortable, you can start

creating a life that feels good instead of overwhelming.

ety -
-_—\—
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The Eight Senses (Yes, Eight!)

Most people learn about five senses in school: sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell. But

there are actually three more that are super important, especially for autistic people:

The Five You Know:

1. Sight (Visual): How you see light, colors, movement, and patterns

2. Hearing (Auditory): How you process sounds and noise

3. Touch (Tactile): How you feel textures, temperatures, and physical contact
4. Taste (Gustatory): How you experience flavors and food textures

5. Smell (Olfactory): How you notice and react to scents

The Three You Might Not Know:

1. Body Position (Proprioception): This sense tells you where your body parts
are in space. It's why you can touch your nose with your eyes closed. Some
autistic people have trouble with this sense, which might make them seem

clumsy or cause them to bump into things.

2. Balance and Movement (Vestibular): This sense, located in your inner ear,
tells you if you're moving, spinning, or tilted. It's why some autistic people love

swinging or spinning, while others get dizzy easily.

3. Internal Body Signals (Interoception): This sense tells you what's happening
inside your body—if you're hungry, need the bathroom, feel hot or cold, or have
a fast heartbeat. Many autistic people have trouble with this sense, which means

they might not notice these signals until they're extreme.

— Y .
-_
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Sensory Sensitivity: When Everything Feels Like Too Much

If you're sensory sensitive (also called "hypersensitive"), your senses pick up more in-
formation than most people's do. It's like having super-powered hearing, sight, or
touch—which sounds cool but can actually be really overwhelming.

Signs you might be sensory sensitive:

* Certain sounds (like the school bell, vacuum cleaners, or people chewing) feel

physically painful
* Brightlights or fluorescent lighting give you headaches or make you feel anxious
* Tags in clothes, certain fabrics, or light touches feel irritating or unbearable
* Strong smells (perfume, cafeteria food, cleaning products) make you feel sick
* Busy, crowded places feel overwhelming and exhausting
* You notice background noises that other people don't even hear

* Certain food textures make you gag, even if the taste is okay

— e .
-_—\—

Meet Amelia: Navigating the Sensory Storm

Amelia is ten years old, and going to the mall with her family used to be her least favorite
thing in the world. The bright fluorescent lights felt like they were drilling into her brain.
The mix of perfume from the department store, food smells from the court, and cleaning
products from the bathrooms made her stomach hurt. The background music, combined
with hundreds of conversations, cash registers beeping, and babies crying, created a wall

of noise that made it hard to think.
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By the time her family finished shopping, Amelia would be on the verge of tears. Her
parents thought she was being difficult or dramatic. Amelia thought something was

wrong with her—why couldn't she handle something that seemed easy for everyone else?

Then Amelia learned about sensory sensitivity. She realized her brain wasn't broken—it
was just processing more sensory information than other people’s brains. Armed with this

knowledge, Amelia and her parents came up with a plan:

¢ Amelia wears her noise-reducing headphones at the mall

-

She brings a small bottle of a scent she likes (lavender) to smell when other odors

get overwhelming

-

She wears her most comfortable clothes and sunglasses

-

Her family takes breaks where Amelia can sit quietly in a less busy area

-

They plan shorter shopping trips instead of spending hours at the mall

Now mall trips are manageable. Amelia still doesn't love them, but she doesn't end up
overwhelmed and melting down anymore. Understanding her sensory needs changed

everything.

e’
-

Sensory Seeking: When You Need More Input

Some autistic people are "sensory seekers” (also called "hyposensitive"). This means their
senses need more input to feel satisfied. It's like their sensory volume is turned down, so
they seek out experiences that turn it up.

Signs you might be a sensory seeker:

* You love loud music, action movies, or noisy environments

* You seek out strong flavors (very spicy, sour, or intensely flavored foods
g Ty spicy; Y
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* You love spinning, swinging, jumping, or crashing into things

* You touch everything—textures, fabrics, objects

You might not notice when you're hurt, hungry, or need the bathroom

.

You love tight hugs, heavy blankets, or pressure

You make noises, hum, or talk to yourself for the sensory input

You fidget constantly and have trouble sitting still

Being a sensory seeker isn't bad—it just means you need to find safe, appropriate ways to

get the sensory input your brain craves. This might mean:

* Having a trampoline or swing at home

Chewing gum or using chewable jewelry
* Listening to music with headphones

* Using a weighted blanket

Playing with fidget toys

Doing physical activities like dancing, sports, or climbing

—tat .
-_—\—

The Mixed Bag: When You're Both

Here's something important: you don't have to be all sensitive or all seeking. Many autistic

people are sensitive to some things and seeking for others. For example, you might:

* Hate loud, sudden noises but love listening to your favorite music at high

volume

* Dislike light touches but crave deep pressure hugs
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* Be picky about food textures but love strong, spicy flavors
¢ Need to fidget and move but get overwhelmed in crowded, chaotic places

This is totally normal! Your sensory profile is unique to you, and understanding it means

paying attention to what makes you feel good versus what makes you feel overwhelmed.

e’
-

Building Your Sensory Tool Kit

Now that you understand how your senses work, let's build a toolkit of strategies and

items that can help you feel comfortable and regulated throughout your day.

For Sensory Sensitivity (When Things Feel Like Too Much):

Sound:

-

Noise-reducing or noise-canceling headphones

-

Earplugs or earmuffs

¢ White noise apps or machines

¢ Listening to calming music

* Finding quiet spaces to take breaks

Pro tip: If your noise-canceling headphones are so big they make you look like a pilot, own

it! You're piloting your own comfort zone.
Sight:
* Sunglasses (even indoors if needed)

* Hats or visors to block overhead lights
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Touch:

Smell:

THE NEURODIVERGENT TWEEN GIRL

* Dimmer switches or lamps instead of overhead lighting
* Blue light filters on screens

* Avoiding fluorescent lights when possible

* Removing tags from clothes

* Wearing soft, comfortable fabrics

* Having a "safe” outfit that always feels good
¢ Using your own towels and bedding

* Keeping hand lotion or sanitizer you like the feel of

¢ A small bottle of a scent you like to smell when others are overwhelming
* Scent-free products when possible
* Asking family members to avoid strong perfumes

* Eating in less smelly areas of the cafeteria

Taste/Food:

* Having "safe foods" that always feel okay to eat
* Not forcing yourself to eat foods with textures you can't handle
* Trying new foods in small amounts without pressure

* Understanding that being a "picky eater” might be sensory, not behavioral

For Sensory Seeking (When You Need More Input):

Movement:
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-

Fidget toys, spinners, or cubes

-

Taking movement breaks (jumping jacks, running in place)
* Sitting on a wobble cushion or exercise ball

* Swinging, spinning, or rocking

-

Dancing or doing physical activities
Touch/Pressure:
¢ Weighted blankets or lap pads
¢ Tight hugs or pressure vests
* Chewable jewelry or gum
¢ Playing with slime, putty, or clay
¢ Wrapping yourself in blankets
Sound:
* Listening to your favorite music
¢ Making sounds, humming, or singing
* Using apps with satisfying sounds
¢ Playing musical instruments
Taste:
* Keeping strong-flavored snacks available (mints, sour candy, spicy foods)
¢ Chewing gum

¢ Drinking flavored water or tea

19
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ety -
-_—\—

Ty This! Design Your Dream Sensory Space

If you could design one room in your house to be perfectly comfortable for your sensory

needs, what would it include? Think about:
1. Lighting: Bright, dim, colored, natural?
2. Sounds: Silent, music, white noise, nature sounds?
3. Furniture: Bean bags, hammock, regular chairs, floor cushions?
4. Textures: Soft blankets, smooth surfaces, interesting fabrics?
5. Activities: Books, art supplies, fidgets, music?

Draw or write about your dream sensory space. Then see if you can create a small version

of it—even just a corner of your room with your favorite sensory items.

ety -
-_—\—

Your Sensory Success Map

Understanding your sensory needs is an ongoing process. What bothers you might change
depending on how tired you are, how stressed you feel, or even what time of day it is.
That's okay! The goal is to start noticing patterns so you can predict and prepare.
Try keeping a simple sensory journal for a week:

* What sensory experiences felt good today?

* What felt overwhelming or uncomfortable?

* What tools or strategies helped?
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¢ What do you want to try tomorrow?

You don't need to write alot—even just a few words or drawings can help you see patterns.

e’
-

Sensory Overload: When It All Becomes Too Much

Even with the best tools and strategies, sometimes sensory input becomes overwhelming.

This is called sensory overload, and it can lead to meltdowns or shutdowns.

Signs of sensory overload:

¢ Feeling irritable, anxious, or panicky

-

Having trouble thinking clearly or making decisions

-

Feeling like you need to escape

. Covering your e€ars or €yes

-

Feeling like you might cry or scream

* Wanting to be alone immediately

What to do when you feel overload coming:

1. Remove yourself from the situation if possible (go to a quiet room, bathroom,

or outside)
2. Use your sensory tools (headphones, sunglasses, fidgets)
3. Do deep breathing or other calming techniques

4. Give yourself time to recover—don't rush back into the overwhelming situation
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5. Tell someone you trust that you need a break

What to do if you can't leave:

Close your eyes or look down

.

Use breathing techniques

.

Hold a comforting object

.

Count or think about your special interest

Remember that the feeling will pass

ety -
-_l—

Advocating for Your Sensory Needs

As you get older, you'll need to explain your sensory needs to teachers, friends, and other
people in your life. This is called self-advocacy, and it's an important skill.

How to explain your sensory needs:

Instead of: "I can 't handle this.”

Try: "The noise level is really overwhelming for me. Could I take a break or use my head-

phones?”
Instead of: "This is stupid.”

Try: "The fluorescent lights give me headaches. Is there a different place I could sit or could

1 wear my sunglasses?”
Instead of: "I don 't want to.”

Try: "That texture is really uncomfortable for me. Is there an alternative I could try?”
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Most people want to help—they just need to understand what you need and why. Being

specific and calm (when possible) helps them support you better.

_—rat .
-

Time to Practice: Create Your Sensory Emergency Kit

Put together a small bag or box with items that help you when you're feeling over-
whelmed. This is your sensory emergency kit, and you can keep it in your backpack,

locker, or room.

Your kit might include:

.

Headphones or earplugs

-

Sunglasses

-

A fidget toy

.

A small stress ball or putty

-

A piece of soft fabric or a small stuffed animal

* Gum or mints

.

A list of calming strategies that work for you

-

A small bottle of a scent you like

Having these items ready means you don't have to think about what to do when you're

already overwhelmed—you just grab your kit and use what helps.

e’
-
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Your Sensory Superpowers

Yes, having different sensory processing can be challenging. But it also gives you abilities

that other people don't have:

You might notice details in art, music, or nature that others miss

* Your sensitivity might make you more empathetic to others' discomfort

.

Your ability to focus on sensory details might make you great at quality control,

editing, or design work

* Your sensory seeking might make you adventurous and willing to try new expe-

riences
* Your awareness of your body and environment might keep you safer

Your sensory differences aren't flaws—they're part of what makes you uniquely you.
Understanding them and learning to work with them (instead of against them) is one of

the most important things you can do for yourself.

Remember: You're not "too sensitive” or "too much.” You're exactly right, and you deserve
to feel comfortable in your own body and environment. Keep learning about your sensory

needs, keep advocating for yourself, and keep building your toolkit. You've got this!



Chapter Three

Emotional Intelligence
for Autistic Girls

Naming, Understanding, and
Managing Your Feelings

Your Emotional World Is Valid and Real

EELINGS CAN BE CONFUSING for everyone, but for many autistic people, emotions
F can feel especially complicated. You might feel things very intensely—like someone
turned up the volume on your emotions. Or you might have trouble figuring out exactly
what you're feeling. Sometimes feelings are like a mystery pizza delivery—you're not sure

what toppings you ordered, but something definitely just arrived and it's BIG.

Being autistic means you might feel emotions more intensely than other kids—like some-
one turned up the volume. That's not bad! It means you experience things deeply, which

can be both amazing and overwhelming.

Here's what's important to know: Your feelings are real and valid, even if you can't always
name them or if they seem "too big" compared to what caused them. Learning to under-
stand and manage your emotions isn't about making them smaller or "more normal"—it's
about understanding what you're feeling and finding healthy ways to express and handle

those feelings.
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—tat .
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The Challenge of Naming Feelings

Some autistic people have trouble naming their feelings—there's even a fancy word for it
(alexithymia)—but we'll just call it "trouble finding the right words for feelings.” If this

sounds like you, you might:

* Know you feel "bad" or "good” but can't get more specific than that

Feel physical sensations (stomach ache, tight chest, racing heart) but not connect

them to emotions

Have trouble explaining to others what you're feeling

.

Feel confused when people ask "How do you feel about that?"
* Experience emotions as overwhelming waves without clear labels

This doesn't mean you don't have feelings—you absolutely do! It just means the con-
nection between feeling something and naming it doesn't come automatically. The good

news is that this is a skill you can develop with practice.

— ¥
-l

Meet Jasmine: Learning to Name the Feeling Storm

Jasmine s eleven, and for most of her life, she only knew three feelings: fine, bad, and really
bad. When her mom asked how she felt about something, Jasmine would shrug and say

"fine" because she didn't know what else to say.

But "fine" wasn't always accurate. Sometimes Jasmine felt excited but couldn't name it.

Sometimes she felt disappointed, frustrated, or worried, but they all just felt like "bad" to
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her. This made it hard for Jasmine to explain what she needed or to understand why she

sometimes felt overwhelmed.

Jasmine's school counselor introduced her to a feelings wheel—a circular chart with lots
of different emotion words organized by category. At first, Jasmine thought it was silly.
But then she started using it every day, just checking in with herself and trying to find a

word that matched what she felt.

Slowly, Jasmine's emotional vocabulary grew. She learned that the tight feeling in her chest
when her routine changed was "anxious.” The warm, energized feeling when she talked

about her special interest was "enthusiastic.” The heavy, tired feeling after a hard day was

"drained.”

Now, Jasmine still uses her feelings wheel sometimes, but she's gotten much better at
naming her emotions. And once she could name them, she could start figuring out what

to do about them.

e’
-

Building Your Emotional Vocabulary

"o

Let's expand your feelings vocabulary beyond "good,” "bad,” "fine," and "okay.” Here are

some common emotions, organized by family:

The Happiness Family:

-

Content (peaceful and satisfied)

.

Excited (energized and looking forward to something)

-

Proud (feeling good about something you did)

-

Grateful (thankful for something)

.

Joytul (very happy and light)
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* Relieved (glad something stressful is over)

The Sadness Family:

Disappointed (let down when something didn't go as hoped)

Lonely (missing connection with others)
* Hurt (emotionally wounded by something someone said or did)

* Discouraged (feeling like giving up)

Grief (deep sadness about a loss)

The Anger Family:

.

Frustrated (blocked from doing what you want)

Irritated (annoyed by small things)

Resentful (angry about something unfair)

* Furious (very, very angry)

The Fear Family:

Worried (concerned something bad might happen)

* Anxious (nervous and on edge)

.

Scared (afraid of something specific)

Overwhelmed (feeling like everything is too much)

Panicked (intense fear and need to escape)

The Confusion Family:

* Uncertain (not sure what to think or do)
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+ Conflicted (feeling two opposite things at once)
¢ Surprised (caught off guard)

* Curious (wanting to know more)

_—rat .
-

Your Detective Work: Connecting Body Sensations to Emotions

Since many autistic people feel emotions in their bodies before they can name them,

learning to recognize your body's signals can help you identify feelings.

Common body-emotion connections:

* Tight chest, fast heartbeat, shallow breathing = Anxiety, fear, or excitement

-

Heavy feeling, low energy, wanting to sleep = Sadness or depression

.

Hot face, clenched jaw or fists, tense muscles = Anger or frustration

-

Stomach ache, nausea = Anxiety, fear, or disgust

. Light, energized, warm feeling = Happiness or excitement

.

Shaky, jittery, can't sit still = Anwxiety, excitement, or overstimulation

Start paying attention to what your body does when you feel different emotions. Every-
one's body signals are a little different, so your personal emotion-body map might not

match these exactly.

e’
-
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Try This! Create Your Personal Feelings Chart

Get a piece of paper and divide it into sections. For each emotion you commonly feel,

write:
1. The emotion name
2. What it feels like in your body
3. What usually causes this feeling
4. What helps when you feel this way
For example: Anxious
* Body: Tight chest, stomach ache, can't focus
* Causes: Changes in routine, social situations, tests

* What helps: Deep breathing, talking to my mom, spending time with my cat

—tat .
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The Intensity Problem: When Feelings Feel Too Big

Many autistic people experience emotions more intensely than non-autistic people. What
might be a small disappointment for someone else might feel devastating to you. A minor
frustration might feel like overwhelming rage. A happy moment might feel like the best

thing that's ever happened.

This isn't you being "dramatic” or "overreacting.” Your brain genuinely processes emo-
tions more intensely. Understanding this can help you be more patient with yourself and

help others understand why you react the way you do.

Strategies for managing intense emotions:
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1. The Feelings Scale: Rate your emotions on a scale of 1-10. This helps you recognize

when feelings are building before they become overwhelming.
* 1-3: Mild (I notice it, but it's manageable)
¢ 4-6: Moderate (It's affecting me, and I need to pay attention)
* 7-9: Strong (I need to use coping strategies now)
* 10: Overwhelming (I need help or need to remove myself from the situation)

2. The Pause Button: When you notice a feeling getting intense, imagine pressing a
pause button. Take three deep breaths before reacting. This tiny pause can help you

respond instead of just reacting.

3. The Zoom Out: Ask yourself: "Will this matter in a week? A month? A year?" This
doesn't make your feelings less valid, but it can help you get perspective on whether the

intensity matches the situation.

4. The Feelings Timer: Remind yourself that feelings are temporary. Even the most
intense emotion will eventually decrease. You might say to yourself: "This feeling is really

strong right now, but it won't last forever. I can handle this for a little while."

e’
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Meet Zara: Riding the Emotional Waves

Zara is twelve, and she feels everything intensely. When her best friend couldn't come
to her birthday party, Zara cried for hours—it felt like the worst thing that had ever
happened. When she got a good grade on a test, she was so excited she couldn't sleep that

night. When her mom said they couldn't get a dog, Zara felt angry for days.

Zara's parents sometimes got frustrated with her "overreactions.” They'd say things like
"It's not that big a deal” or "You need to calm down.” But to Zara, it WAS a big deal. Her

feelings were huge and real, and being told they were wrong just made her feel worse.
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Then Zara learned about emotional intensity in autistic people. She realized she wasn't
broken or dramatic—her brain just processed emotions differently. She started using the
feelings scale to track her emotions and notice when they were building. She learned

breathing techniques and found that drawing helped her process intense feelings.

Most importantly, Zara learned to tell people: "I know this might not seem like a big deal
to you, but my feelings are really intense right now. I'm not overreacting—this is just how

my brain works. I need some time to process this."

Understanding her emotional intensity didn't make Zara's feelings less intense, but it

helped her manage them better and helped others understand her better too.

—tat .
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Emotional Regulation: Tools for Managing Big Feelings
Emotional regulation doesn't mean controlling or suppressing your feelings. It means
understanding them and having strategies to handle them in healthy ways.
Calming Strategies for Overwhelming Emotions:
Physical Strategies:
* Deep breathing (breathe in for 4 counts, hold for 4, out for 4)
* Progressive muscle relaxation (tense and release each muscle group)

* Exercise or movement (running, dancing, jumping)

.

Cold water on your face or holding ice

.

Weighted blanket or tight hug
Mental Strategies:

» Counting backwards from 100
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-

Naming things you can see, hear, and touch (grounding technique)

-

Thinking about your special interest

* Imagining a calm, safe place

-

Positive self-talk ("I can handle this,” "This feeling will pass")
Creative Strategies:

* Drawing or painting your feelings

¢ Writing in a journal

¢ Listening to music

* Playing an instrument

-

Building or creating something
Social Strategies:

* Talking to someone you trust

-

Asking for a hug

-

Spending time with a pet

-

Texting a friend

¢ Being near someone without having to talk

e’
-

Let's Explore: Build Your Calm-Down Kit

Just like your sensory emergency kit, you can create a calm-down kit for emotional

overwhelm. Include:
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.

A list of your favorite calming strategies

Items that help you feel calm (stress ball, fidget, soft fabric)

Photos of people, pets, or places that make you happy

.

A playlist of calming music

* Encouraging notes to yourself

Understanding Emotional Triggers

A trigger is something that causes a strong emotional reaction. For autistic people, com-

mon triggers might include:
* Changes in routine or unexpected events
* Sensory overload
¢ Social misunderstandings or conflicts
* Feeling misunderstood or not believed
* Transitions (ending one activity and starting another)
¢ Feeling rushed or pressured
* Criticism or correction
* Injustice or unfairness

Identifying your triggers helps you prepare for them or avoid them when possible. If you
know that transitions are hard for you, you can build in extra time and use strategies to
make them easier. If you know that loud environments trigger anxiety, you can bring your

headphones.

Your Mission: Track Your Triggers

For one week, notice what situations or events lead to strong emotions. Write down:
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-

‘What happened

-

How you felt

* How intense the feeling was (1-10)

.

What you did

After a week, look for patterns. Are there certain situations that consistently trigger strong

emotions? Once you know your triggers, you can start planning for them.

Expressing Emotions in Healthy Ways

Having feelings is normal and healthy. But how you express them matters—Dboth for your

wellbeing and for your relationships with others.

Healthy ways to express emotions:

¢ Using words to explain how you feel

-

Asking for what you need
¢ Taking space when you need it

¢ Using creative outlets (art, music, writing)

-

Physical activity

.

Talking to someone you trust

Unhealthy ways that might feel good in the moment but cause problems:
* Hurting yourself or others
* Breaking things
* Saying cruel things you don't mean

¢ Completely shutting down and refusing all help
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* Bottling everything up until you explode

If you find yourself using unhealthy coping strategies, that's okay—you're learning. The
goal is to gradually replace unhealthy strategies with healthy ones. This takes time and

practice.

—tat .
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Quick Challenge: Create Your Emotion Scripts

Sometimes when you're feeling intense emotions, it's hard to find the right words. Creat-

ing scripts ahead of time can help. Write down what you could say for different situations:

When you're overwhelmed: "I'm feeling really overwhelmed right now. I need [quiet

time/a break/to be alone] for a little while."

When you're upset but don't know why: "I'm feeling really upset, but I'm not sure

exactly why yet. Can I have some time to figure it out?”

When someone hurt your feelings: "When you [specific action], I felt [emotion]. I

need you to know that hurt me.”

When you need help: "I'm having a hard time managing my feelings right now. Can you
help me?"

Meltdowns vs. Tantrums: Understanding the Difference

People sometimes confuse autistic meltdowns with tantrums, but they're very different.

A tantrum is a deliberate behavior to get something you want. It stops when you get

what you want or realize it's not working.

A meltdown is aloss of control that happens when you're completely overwhelmed. It's
not a choice, and it doesn't stop just because you get what you want. Meltdowns happen

when your brain and body are overloaded and can't cope anymore.
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Signs of an approaching meltdown:

* Increasing irritability

-

Difficulty thinking clearly

¢ Sensory sensitivity increasing

-

Feeling trapped or desperate

-

Physical signs (shaking, crying, rapid breathing)

What to do if you feel a meltdown coming:
1. Remove yourself from the situation if possible
2. Get to a safe, quiet space
3. Use your strongest calming strategies
4. Don't try to "push through"—give yourself permission to take a break

5. Ask for help if you need it

After a meltdown:

¢ Be gentle with yourself—meltdowns are exhausting

-

Rest and recover

-

Think about what triggered it (when you're ready)

-

Don't feel ashamed—meltdowns happen, and they don't mean you're bad or

broken

e’
-
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Meet Florence: Preventing Overwhelm Before It Starts

Florence is ten years old, and she used to have meltdowns almost every day after school.
By the time she got home, she was so overwhelmed from holding it together all day that

she would explode—crying, yelling, and sometimes throwing things.

Florence's parents were worried and frustrated. They didn't understand why she could
"behave" at school but fell apart at home. Florence felt terrible about her meltdowns but

couldn't seem to stop them.

Then Florence and her parents learned about autistic meltdowns and the importance of
prevention. They realized Florence was masking all day at school, using all her energy to
appear "normal.” By the time she got home, she had nothing left. Sound familiar? Let's

learn how to avoid that overwhelmed feeling before it even starts.

Florence and her family made some changes:

.

Florence started taking sensory breaks during the school day (going to the quiet

corner of the library)
* She used her headphones during lunch and between classes

* Shestopped trying to socialize during recess and instead spent that time recharg-

ing alone

* After school, she had 30 minutes of quiet time in her room before any home-

work or activities

* Her parents stopped asking her questions right after school, giving her time to

decompress

Within a few weeks, Florence's meltdowns decreased dramatically. She still had them
occasionally, but not every day. Learning to prevent overwhelm instead of just dealing

with it after the fact changed everything.

Building Emotional Resilience
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Emotional resilience doesn't mean you don't feel things intensely or that you never
get overwhelmed. It means you have strategies to cope, you can recover from difficult

emotions, and you trust yourself to handle what comes.

Ways to build emotional resilience:

1. Practice self-compassion: Talk to yourself the way you'd talk to a good friend.

Be kind and understanding, not harsh and critical.

2. Celebrate small wins: Notice when you handle a difficult emotion well, even

if it's not perfect. Progress matters more than perfection.

3.Learn from challenges: After a difficult emotional experience, think about

what you learned. What worked? What didn't? What will you try next time?

4. Build your support system: Having people who understand and support you

makes emotional challenges easier to handle.

5. Take care of your body: Sleep, nutrition, and exercise all affect your emotional

regulation. Taking care of your physical health supports your emotional health.

6. Keep practicing: Emotional regulation is a skill that improves with practice.

Every time you use a strategy, you're building your emotional resilience.

e’
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Your Emotional Journey

Understanding and managing emotions is a lifelong journey, not a destination. You won't
"master” emotions and be done—you'll keep learning about yourself, discovering new

strategies, and growing in your emotional awareness.
Remember:

* Your feelings are valid, even when they're intense
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* Having trouble naming feelings doesn't mean you don't have them

* Emotional intensity is part of being autistic, not a flaw

Meltdowns aren't failures—they're signs you need more support or prevention

strategies

You can learn to understand and manage your emotions while still being au-

thentically you

Be patient with yourself. Emotional intelligence takes time to develop, and that's okay.
You're doing great just by learning about this and trying new strategies. Keep go-

ing—you've got this!



Chapter Four

Designing Your Daily
Reset Routine

Self-Care Strategies That
Actually Work

Why Self-Care Matters (Especially for Autistic Girls)

OU'VE PROBABLY HEARD ADULTS talk about "self-care” before. Maybe it sounded
boring or like something only grown-ups need to worry about. But here's the truth:
self-care is especially important for autistic people, and learning about it now will make

your life so much better.

Think about your phone or tablet. When you use it all day, the battery drains. If you don't
charge it, it eventually dies and stops working. Your brain and body are similar—you use
energy throughout the day, and you need to recharge. For autistic people, daily life often
drains your battery faster than it drains other kids' batteries. That's why having a reset

routine is so important.

Self-care isn't selfish, and it's not just about bubble baths and face masks (though those
can be nice!). Real self-care means understanding what drains your energy, what recharges

you, and building routines that help you feel your best.

What Drains Your Battery?
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For autistic people, lots of everyday activities use more energy than they do for non-autis-
tic kids. Understanding what drains you helps you plan for recharging.
Common energy drains:

* Masking: Pretending to fit in or hiding your autistic traits takes enormous

energy
* Sensory overload: Being in overwhelming environments drains you quickly

* Social interaction: Even fun social time can be exhausting (this doesn't mean

you don't like people—it just means socializing takes energy)
* Transitions: Switching from one activity to another uses mental energy

* Unexpected changes: When things don't go as planned, your brain has to work

extra hard to adjust
* Emotional intensity: Feeling big emotions is exhausting

* Cognitive demands: School, homework, and learning new things require lots

of mental energy

* Lack of routine: Not knowing what to expect or when things will happen is

draining

Notice that many of these things aren't "bad"—they're just energy-intensive. You might
love spending time with friends, but it still drains your battery. Understanding this helps

you plan for recharge time.

What Recharges Your Battery?

Just as important as knowing what drains you is knowing what recharges you. These are

activities that help you feel restored, calm, and energized.

Common recharge activities for autistic people:
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+ Alone time: Time by yourself without having to interact or mask

* Special interests: Engaging with your passion gives you energy instead of taking

it
* Sensory comfort: Being in an environment that feels good to your senses
* Routine and predictability: Knowing what to expect is calming

* Stimming: Moving your body in ways that feel good (rocking, flapping, spin-

ning, etc.)
¢ Creative activities: Drawing, writing, building, crafting
* Nature: Being outside in calm, natural environments
¢ Animals: Spending time with pets
¢ Physical activity: Exercise that you enjoy (not forced exercise)
* Rest: Sometimes you just need to lie down and do nothing

Your recharge activities might be different from these—that's okay! The important thing

is figuring out what works for YOU.

_—rat .
-

Meet Sophie: Finding Her Creative Reset

Sophie is twelve years old and loves digital art and drawing. She can spend hours working
on a single illustration, perfecting every detail and experimenting with different tech-

niques. Her sketchbook and tablet are her most prized possessions.

For along time, Sophie felt guilty about how much time she spent on her art. Her parents
worried she was "isolating herself” and encouraged her to spend more time with friends
or doing other activities. Sophie tried to follow their advice, but she felt exhausted and

irritable when she didn't have time for her long drawing sessions.
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Then Sophie learned about energy management and recharge activities. She realized that
her art wasn't just a hobby—it was how she recharged her battery. The detailed, focused

process of creating art helped her reset and recharge after draining days at school.

Sophie explained this to her parents, and they understood. Now, after school, Sophie has
dedicated art time. She sets up her space with her favorite art supplies organized just the
way she likes them, puts on soft piano music, and draws. This routine helps her transition

from the overwhelming school day to a calm evening.

Sophie also created what she calls her "Creative Calm Kit"—a small bag with her favorite
art pencils, a mini sketchbook, and some erasers. When she's feeling overwhelmed during

the day, she can pull out her kit and do some quick sketching to help herself feel better.

Understanding that her artistic process was actually her emotional regulation strategy
changed everything for Sophie. She stopped feeling guilty about needing that time and

started protecting it as essential self-care.

Designing Your Personal Reset Routine

A reset routine is a set of activities you do regularly to recharge your battery. It might be
something you do every day after school, before bed, or on weekends. The key is making

it consistent and personalized to your needs.
Steps to create your reset routine:

1. Identify your energy patterns: When during the day do you feel most drained? After
school? After social events? In the evening? This is when you need your reset routine

most.

2. Choose your recharge activities: Pick 3-5 activities that help you feel restored. Make

sure they're realistic and actually recharging (not just things you think you "should” do).

3. Create the right environment: Think about the sensory environment you need.

Quiet or music? Bright or dim lighting? Alone or with a pet?

4. Set boundaries: Protect your reset time. This might mean telling family members you

need 30 minutes alone, or putting a sign on your door.
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5. Make it consistent: Try to do your reset routine at the same time each day. Consis-

tency helps your brain and body know when to expect recharge time.

Example Reset Routines:

After-School Reset (30 minutes):

+ Change into comfortable clothes

-

Have a snack

-

Spend 20 minutes on special interest

¢ Do some gentle stretching or stimming

-

Prepare for evening activities

Before-Bed Reset (45 minutes):

* Dim the lights

-

Take a warm shower

-

Put on soft pajamas

-

Read or listen to calming music

-

Write in journal (optional)

-

Do breathing exercises

Weekend Recharge (2 hours):
* Sleep in or rest
* Engage deeply with special interest

¢ Spend time in nature or with pets
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* Creative activity

* No social obligations or demands

Time to Practice: Design Your Reset Routine
Create your own reset routine by answering these questions:
1. When do you most need to recharge?
2. What three activities help you feel most restored?
3. What sensory environment do you need?
4. How much time do you need?
5. What boundaries do you need to set to protect this time?

Write out your routine and try it for a week. Then adjust based on what works and what

doesn't.

ety -
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The Importance of Saying No

Want to learn something really important? It's called setting boundaries, and it's actually
pretty cool. A boundary is like a fence that protects your time, energy, and wellbeing. For
autistic people, boundaries are especially important because you have limited energy and

need to use it wisely.

Saying "no" doesn't make you mean—it makes you smart. Even superheroes take breaks!

Things you might need to say no to:

* Social events when you're already drained
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-

Activities that consistently overwhelm you

-

Demands on your time when you need to recharge

-

Situations that require intense masking

¢ Last-minute changes to plans

-

Doing things just because "everyone else is doing it"

Houw to say no kindly but firmly:
* "Thanks for inviting me, but I need some quiet time today."
* "Tappreciate you thinking of me, but I can't commit to that right now."
¢ "That sounds fun, but I'm already feeling overwhelmed this week."
* "Ineed to check my energy levels and get back to you.”

¢ "T'dlove to, but I have something else I need to do." (That something else can be

resting!)

Remember: Saying no to something that drains you means saying yes to taking care of

yourself. That's not selfish—it's necessary.

_—rat .
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Sleep: The Foundation of Self-Care

Sleep is when your brain and body do their most important recharging. For autistic

people, getting enough quality sleep is crucial but often challenging.

Common sleep challenges for autistic people:

* Trouble "turning off” your brain
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* Sensory issues (uncomfortable pajamas, sheets, room temperature)

* Anxiety about the next day

Irregular sleep schedules

.

Difficulty with the transition from awake to asleep

* Sensitivity to light or sound

Strategies for better sleep:
Create a sleep-friendly environment:

* Dark room (blackout curtains or eye mask)

Cool temperature

Comfortable bedding and pajamas
* White noise or silence (whatever you prefer)
* Remove screens and bright lights

Develop a bedtime routine:

* Same bedtime every night (even weekends when possible)

30-60 minute wind-down routine

Calming activities (reading, gentle stretching, quiet music)

.

No screens for at least 30 minutes before bed

Dim lights in the evening
Calm your mind:
* Write down worries or tomorrow's to-do list before bed

* Practice breathing exercises
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* Think about your special interest in a calm way
¢ Listen to guided relaxation or sleep stories

* Use visualization (imagine a peaceful place)

—at -
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Nutrition and Hydration: Fuel for Your Body and Brain

What you eat and drink affects your energy, mood, and ability to handle stress. For autistic
people with sensory sensitivities, food can be complicated, but there are strategies that

help.

Basic nutrition principles:

-

Eat regularly (don't skip meals, even if you don't feel hungry)

-

Include protein, which helps stabilize energy

-

Stay hydrated (keep water with you)

-

Have safe foods available when you're overwhelmed

* Don't force yourself to eat foods with textures you can't handle

If you're a selective eater:

Many autistic people have a limited range of foods they can eat due to sensory sensitivities.

This is okay! Work with what you can eat:
* Make sure your safe foods include some protein and nutrients
¢ Consider smoothies if textures are hard (you can hide nutritious ingredients)

* Take a multivitamin if your diet is very limited
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* Don't let people shame you for your food preferences

¢ Gradually try new foods when you're ready, without pressure

Hydration matters:

Many autistic people forget to drink water because they don't notice thirst signals (re-
member interoception from Chapter 2?). Set reminders or keep a water bottle with you

as a visual cue.

ety -
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Movement and Exercise: Finding What Works for You
Physical activity is important for everyone, but for autistic people, it can also help with:

* Sensory regulation

Emotional management

.

Sleep quality

.

Energy levels

Overall wellbeing
The key is finding movement you actually enjoy, not forcing yourself to do exercise you
hate.
Movement options to explore:
For sensory seckers:
* Trampoline

* Swimming
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¢ Dancing

-

Martial arts

Rock climbing
¢ Running

For those who prefer calm, predictable movement:

-

Walking
* Yoga

¢ Stretching

-

Bike riding

-

Skating
For those who prefer solo activities:
* Home workout videos
¢ Walking or running alone
* Individual sports
For those who like routine:
¢ Scheduled classes
* Same route/routine each time
* Structured sports

You don't need to do intense exercise—even 15-20 minutes of movement you enjoy can

make a difference.

e’
-
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Quick Challenge: Your Weekly Self-Care Plan

Create a simple weekly plan that includes:

Daily:
* Reset routine (when and what)
¢ Sleep schedule

* Meals and hydration

Weekly:

* Longer recharge time (weekend activity)

.

Physical movement

Time for special interest

* Social time (if desired)

.

Alone time

As Needed:
¢ Sensory breaks
* Emotional regulation strategies

* Boundary setting

ety -
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Recognizing Burnout and Recovering
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Even with good self-care, sometimes autistic people experience burnout—a state of phys-
ical, emotional, and mental exhaustion that comes from prolonged stress and energy
depletion.
Signs of autistic burnout:

* Increased sensory sensitivities

* Loss of skills you normally have (trouble with tasks that are usually easy)

¢ Extreme fatigue that doesn't improve with rest

* Increased meltdowns or shutdowns

¢ Loss of interest in special interests

¢ Difficulty with basic self-care

* Feeling disconnected or numb

* Increased need to mask or decreased ability to mask

If you're experiencing burnout:
1. Reduce demands: Cut out everything non-essential
2. Increase rest: Sleep more, do less
3. Minimize sensory input: Create a calm, comfortable environment
4. Drop the mask: Stop trying to appear non-autistic

5. Engage with special interests: If you can, let yourself dive deep into what you

love
6. Ask for help: Tell trusted adults you're struggling

7. Be patient: Recovery takes time—sometimes weeks or months
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Preventing burnout:

Regular reset routines

* Consistent boundaries

.

Adequate sleep

Minimal masking

* Regular engagement with special interests

.

Sensory-friendly environments

Support system

ety -
-_—\—

Self-Care Is Not Selfish

Sometimes people might tell you that taking care of yourself is selfish or that you're being
"too sensitive” about your needs. This is not true. Self-care is essential, not optional,

especially for autistic people.

You can't pour from an empty cup. Taking care of yourself means you have energy and
capacity to do the things you want to do and be there for people you care about. Ignoring
your needs doesn't make you stronger—it leads to burnout, meltdowns, and feeling
miserable.
Remember:

* Your needs are valid

* Restis productive

* Boundaries are healthy
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¢ Recharge time is necessary

* You deserve to feel good

Your Self-Care Journey

Self-care isn't something you do perfectly—it's an ongoing practice of learning what you

need and trying to meet those needs. Some days you'll do great. Some days you'll struggle.

That's normal and okay.
The goal isn't to never feel drained or overwhelmed. The goal is to:
* Understand what drains and recharges you
¢ Have strategies and routines that help
¢ Recognize when you need extra support
* Be kind to yourself in the process

Keep experimenting, keep learning about yourself, and keep prioritizing your wellbeing.
You're worth the effort, and taking care of yourself is one of the most important things

you'll ever do.



Chapter Five

Special Interests

Your Superpowers and Passions

AVE YOU EVER GOTTEN so excited about something that you could talk about it
H for hours? Maybe you know everything there is to know about horses, or you've
memorized all the dialogue from your favorite movie, or you can identify every species of
butterfly in your area. That's what we call a special interest, and guess what? It's one of

your sup€rpowers.

Special interests are like having a supercharged brain connection to something you love.
While other kids might enjoy lots of different things a little bit, you might love one or
two things A LOT. And that's actually pretty amazing. Your special interest isn't just
a hobby—it's a bridge that can lead you to incredible knowledge, new friendships, and

opportunities you haven't even irnagined yet.

Some people might not understand why you want to read the same book about ancient
Egypt fifteen times, or why you need to organize your rock collection by mineral hardness
every weekend. They might say things like "Don’t you want to try something new?" or
"You're obsessed!” But here's the truth: your deep passion for your special interest is a
strength, not something that needs to be fixed*’. When you love something this much,

you can become a real expert—the person everyone goes to when they have questions.

ety -
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Meet Liana: Her "Stellar Schedule”

Let me introduce you to Liana. She's eleven years old, and if you ask her anything about

space, stars, or planets, buckle up—because she knows A LOT.

Liana discovered astronomy when she was eight years old. Her dad took her camping, and
she saw the Milky Way for the first time—thousands of stars stretching across the sky like

someone had spilled glitter across black velvet. From that moment, she was hooked.

By age nine, Liana could identify all the major constellations visible from her backyard.
By ten, she'd read every astronomy book in her school library (some of them three times).
She knew the names of Jupiter's moons, could explain why Mars looks red, and had strong
opinions about whether Pluto should still be considered a planet. (She thinks it should,

by the way, and she has a very detailed argument prepared if you want to debate it.)

But Liana faced a challenge that many autistic girls with special interests face: balancing
her passion with everything else in her life. She'd stay up way too late reading about black
holes, then be exhausted at school the next day. She'd spend all weekend organizing her
astronomy notes and forget about her homework. Her mom worried that Liana wasn't

making time for friends or other activities.
"I don't WANT other activities," Liana told her mom. "I want to learn about space.”

Her mom understood that astronomy wasn't just a phase—it was a genuine passion that
made Liana feel alive and excited. But she also knew Liana needed to find a way to make

her special interest work WITH her life, not against it.

That's when Liana created what she called her "Stellar Schedule.”

_—rat .
-

Using Your Special Interests: From Passion to Expert Knowledge
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Here's something cool about special interests: they can teach you skills that go way beyond
the topic itself. When Liana organized her astronomy knowledge, she was also learning
how to manage information, set goals, and structure her time. These are skills that help

with everything from school projects to future careers™.

Liana's Stellar Schedule helped her make the most of her passion while still taking care of

other important stuff. Here's how she did it:

Monday through Thursday: Liana gave herself 45 minutes of "astronomy time" after
finishing her homework. She could read, watch documentaries, update her observation
journal, or work on her star charts. Knowing she had this dedicated time actually helped
her focus better on homework, because she wasn't constantly thinking "I wish I could be

learning about space right now."

Friday nights: This was Liana's "deep dive" night. She could stay up an extra hour (with
her parents’ permission) to really get into whatever astronomy topic fascinated her that
week. One Friday she spent three hours creating a scale model of the solar system using
different-sized balls and a really long hallway. Her little brother kept running through it,

but she didn't even mind—she was having too much fun.

Weekends: Liana balanced astronomy with other activities. Saturday mornings were for
stargazing if the weather was clear (or sleeping in if she'd been up late Friday). Saturday
afternoons she'd hang out with her friend Maya, who wasn't into astronomy but loved
hearing Liana's enthusiasm. Sunday was family time, homework catch-up, and preparing

for the week ahead.

Special occasions: Liana marked meteor showers, eclipses, and other astronomical events
on her calendar months in advance. These were her "astronomy holidays," and her family

learned to plan around them.

The Stellar Schedule wasn't about limiting Liana's passion—it was about making sure her
passion had space to grow without taking over everything else. And you know what? It
worked. Liana was less tired, her grades improved, and she actually enjoyed her astronomy

time more because she wasn't stressed about all the other stuff she was ignoring.

ety -
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Try This! Create your own schedule for your special interest.

You don't have to call it a "Stellar Schedule” (unless you want to—that name is pretty

cool). Here's how:

1. Write down your special interest at the top of a page. Draw stars around

it, use your favorite colors, make it look awesome.

2. List your weekly responsibilities. School, homework, chores, family time,

sleep—all the stuff that needs to happen.

3. Find your dedicated interest time. When can you dive into your passion?
Maybe it's 30 minutes after school, or weekend mornings, or before bed. Pick
times that work with your energy levels. (If you re tired after school, maybe that's

not the best time for deep research.)

4. Plan one "deep dive" session per week. This is your time to really get into your
interest without watching the clock. Maybe it's Friday night, Sunday afternoon,

or whenever works for your family.

5. Mark special events. If your interest has special days (like meteor showers for
astronomy, or horse shows if you love horses, or new movie releases if you're into

animation), put them on your calendar so you can look forward to them.

Remember: your schedule should feel good, not like a punishment. If it's not working,
change it! Liana adjusted her Stellar Schedule at least five times before she found what

worked best.

Other Ways to Organize Your Special Interest

Your friends might not get why you can talk about marine biology for three hours straight,
and that's okay. They probably can't explain why they care about the latest pop star either!
But organizing your knowledge can help you share it in ways that don't make people's

eyes glaze over. (You know the look—the "I'm trapped” eyes instead of the "tell me more!”

eyes.)

Here are some ways other autistic girls organize their special interests:



60 THE NEURODIVERGENT TWEEN GIRL

* The Collection Method: If your interest involves collecting things (rocks,
books, figurines, pressed flowers), organize them in a way that makes sense to
you. By color, by date acquired, by size, by how much you love them—whatever

works!

* The Expert Journal: Keep a notebook where you write down everything
you learn. Liana has seven astronomy journals filled with notes, drawings, and
observations. When she wants to remember something, she knows exactly where

to look.

* The Teaching File: Create presentations, videos, or posters about your interest.
Even if you never show them to anyone, making them helps you organize your

thoughts. Plus, you'll have them ready if someone actually wants to learn!

* The Connection Map: Draw a big web showing how different parts of your
interest connect. Liana has one showing how stars, planets, galaxies, and black
holes all relate to each other. It looks like a beautiful, complicated spider web of

knowledge.

The goal isn't to make your interest more "acceptable” to other people. The goal is to help
YOU enjoy it even more and maybe, just maybe, find ways to share it with people who

are genuinely interested®.

— o ¥
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Building Connections Through Shared Interests: Finding Your Com-

munity

For along time, Liana thought astronomy was something she'd always do alone. Sure, her
family supported her, and her friend Maya listened to her talk about space (even though
Maya was way more interested in art). But Liana had never met another kid who loved

astronomy as much as she did.
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Then her mom found out about the Junior Astronomers program at the local observa-

tOI'y.

"It's every other Saturday,” her mom said. "Kids your age who are interested in space. They

do observations, learn from real astronomers, and work on projects together."

Liana's first reaction was excitement. Other kids who loved space! But then anxiety crept
in. What if they knew more than her? What if they thought her questions were stupid?

What if she said something weird and they laughed?
"What if it's amazing?" her mom asked gently.
Liana decided to try one session.

The first Junior Astronomers meeting was... awkward. Liana walked into a room with
eight other kids, and everyone seemed to already know each other. She sat in the back and
didn't say much. But then Dr. Chen, the astronomer leading the program, started talking

about exoplanets—planets outside our solar system—and Liana forgot to be nervous.

"Did you know," Liana said, raising her hand, "that some exoplanets might have two suns,

like Tatooine in Star Wars? They're called circumbinary planets.”
Dr. Chen's face lit up. "Yes! Have you heard about Kepler-16b?"

And just like that, Liana was talking. Really talking. About planets and stars and the
possibility of life on other worlds. A boy named Marcus jumped in with questions about
habitable zones. A girl named Priya shared a documentary she'd watched about the James

Webb Space Telescope.

For the first time in her life, Liana was in a room full of people who got it. Who understood
why this stuff mattered. Who didn't think she was weird for knowing the orbital period

of Neptune.

Over the next few months, Junior Astronomers became Liana's favorite thing. She and
Marcus started a friendly competition to see who could identify more deep-sky objects
through the observatory's telescope. Priya taught her how to use special software to

process images of galaxies. Dr. Chen noticed Liana's detailed observation journals and
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asked if she'd be interested in helping teach younger kids during the observatory's public
nights.

"Me? Teach?" Liana was surprised.

"You have expert knowledge and genuine passion,” Dr. Chen said. "That's exactly what

makes a great teacher.”

So Liana started volunteering at family astronomy nights. She'd set up a telescope, help
kids find the Moon or Jupiter, and explain what they were seeing. At first, she talked
too fast and used words that were too complicated. But she learned to slow down, ask

questions, and watch for those "tell me more!" eyes instead of the "I'm lost” eyes.

One night, a little girl looked through the telescope at Saturn and gasped. "The rings are
REAL?" she whispered.

"Totally real,” Liana said, grinning. "Made of billions of chunks of ice and rock. Want to

know something cool about them?"

Thelittle girl nodded eagerly, and Liana launched into an explanation about how the rings
might be younger than the dinosaurs. When the girl's mom finally pulled her away, she

was still asking questions.
"You're really good at this," Marcus told Liana later.

Liana felt proud. Her special interest—the thing some people thought was "too
much"—was actually helping other people discover the wonder of space. That felt pretty

amazing.

Finding People Who Share Your Special Interest

One of the best things about special interests is that they can help you find your commu-
nity—people who share your passion and get why it matters to you33. But finding that
community isn't always easy, especially if your interest is unusual or if you live in a small

town.

Here are some ways to connect with people who share your special interest:
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Look for local clubs or groups. Libraries, community centers, museums, and schools
sometimes have clubs related to different interests. If there's not one for your specific
interest, there might be something close. (Liana's observatory also had a geology club that

Dallas from Chapter 1 would have loved!)

Check online communities. With your parents' permission and supervision, you can
find forums, Discord servers, or social media groups dedicated to almost any interest. Just
remember to stay safe online—never share personal information, and tell a trusted adult

if anyone makes you uncomfortable.

Start your own group. If you can'tfind a community, create one! Put up a flyer at school
or the library. You might be surprised how many other kids are interested in the same

thing. Even if only one or two people show up, that's still a community.

Connect through learning. Take a class, join a workshop, or attend events related to

your interest. You'll automatically be around people who care about the same things.

Be open to different levels of interest. Not everyone in your community needs to be as

passionate as you are. Some people might be casual fans while you're a super-expert, and

that's okay. Liana learned that teaching beginners was just as fun as talking with other
Y- g beg J g

experts.

Your Mission:

Think about your special interest and answer these questions:

1. Who else might be interested in this? Kids your age? Adults? People in your

community? Online communities?

2. Where could you find them? Make a list of three places (real or online) where

people interested in your topic might gather.

3. What would you want to do together? Talk about your interest? Work on

projects? Teach each other new things? Just hang out with people who get it?

4. What's one small step you could take this week? Maybe it's asking a parent

to help you search for a local club, or looking up online communities, or men-
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tioning your interest to a teacher who might know other interested kids.

You don't have to find your community right away. Liana didn't join Junior Astronomers
until she was eleven. But knowing that communities exist—that there are other people

out there who love what you love—can make you feel less alone.

—tat .
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‘When Your Interest Connects to Your Future

Here's something nobody tells you when you're deep into a special interest: it might
actually lead somewhere amazing. Not every special interest becomes a career (and that's
totally fine!), but the skills you develop and the knowledge you gain can open doors you

didn't even know existed”.

Liana doesn't know yet if she'll become an astronomer when she grows up. Maybe she
will. Maybe she'll be an aerospace engineer, or a science teacher, or a science writer, or

something completely different. But her astronomy passion has already taught her:
* How to research and learn independently (useful for literally any career)
* How to organize complex information (helpful in school and beyond)

* How to teach and explain difficult concepts (great for any job involving

people)
* How to pursue a goal over time (essential life skill)

* How to find and connect with communities (important for making friends

and networking)

Plus, she's had experiences most kids her age haven't had—like using a real research
telescope, meeting professional astronomers, and teaching dozens of people about the

universe.
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Your special interest is giving you gifts right now, even if you can't see them all yet.
Every hour you spend learning about horses is teaching you about biology, responsibility,
and dedication. Every story you write is developing your creativity, language skills, and
emotional understanding. Every video game you master is building your problem-solving

abilities and strategic thinking.

So don't let anyone tell you that your special interest is "just a phase” or "a waste of time."

It's not. It's you, learning and growing in your own cool way.

Quick Challenge:

Make a list of five skills you've learned from your special interest. They don't have to be

directly related to the topic. For example:

¢ From collecting rocks: patience, organization, research skills, attention to

detail, scientific observation

* From reading fantasy novels: vocabulary, imagination, understanding sto
y Y g g story

structure, empathy for characters, critical thinking

* From learning about trains: memorization, historical knowledge, geography,

engineering concepts, dedication to a long-term interest

See? Your special interest is teaching you way more than you might realize. When you
become the expert on something, people will start asking you questions like you're a

walking Wikipedia. Pretty cool, right?

Your Special Interest, Your Way

As we wrap up this chapter, I want you to remember something important: your special

interest doesn't have to look like anyone else's.

Some autistic girls have one intense special interest that lasts for years. Others have several
interests that rotate. Some interests are common (like animals or art), while others are
more unusual (like vacuum cleaners or weather patterns). Some girls want to share their
interests with everyone, while others prefer to enjoy them privately. All of these are

completely valid ways to have a special interest.
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Liana's astronomy journey taught her that her passion was a strength, not something
to hide or apologize for. It taught her how to balance something she loved with other
parts of her life. And it taught her that sharing her interest—when she found the right

people—could create connections and opportunities she never expected.

Your special interest is part of what makes you uniquely you. It's a source of joy, knowl-
edge, and pride. Whether you're just discovering a new passion or you've been devoted to
the same interest for years, know thatit's valuable. It matters. And it's helping you become

the amazing person you're meant to be.

So keep learning. Keep exploring. Keep being passionate about what you love. The world

needs people who care deeply about things—people like you.

Let's Explore:
Before we move on to the next chapter, take a moment to celebrate your special interest:

1. Write down or draw your special interest. Make it colorful, detailed, and

awesome.
2. List three things you love most about it. What makes it so fascinating to you?

3. Identify one way your special interest has helped you. Maybe it's helped
you make a friend, learn something new, feel calm when you're stressed, or just

brought you joy.

4. Set one goal related to your interest. It could be learning something new,
organizing your collection, finding a community, or sharing your knowledge

with someone.

Your special interest is your superpower. Now let's learn how to use all your superpowers

together as we move forward on this journey.

In the next chapter, we'll explore friendships and social connections—incuding how your
special interests can actually belp you make friends, and bow to navigate the sometimes-con-

fusing world of tween social life.



Chapter Six

Authentic Friendships

Connecting on Your Terms

S O YOU'VE LEARNED THE basics of social navigation—how to start conversations,
read social cues, and use scripts when you need them. That's huge! But here's the
thing: knowing how to talk to people and actually building meaningful friendships are

two different things.

Think about it this way: learning conversation skills is like learning the rules of a game.
It helps you play, and that's important. But real friendship? That's not about following
rules. That's about finding people who make you feel comfortable, understood, and
genuinely happy. It's about connections where you don't have to work quite so hard to

translate yourself. It's about relationships that give you energy instead of just draining it.

This chapter is different from the last one. We're not focusing on how to navigate social
situations that feel awkward or confusing. Instead, we're talking about how to build and
maintain friendships that actually feel good—friendships where you can be authentically
yourself. We're going to explore how to find people who share your interests and values,
how to manage your social energy so friendships don't become exhausting, and how to

maintain connections over time without burning out.

Because here's what a lot of people don't tell you: friendship doesn't have to look the
way it does in movies or TV shows. You don't have to have a huge group of friends. You
don't have to hang out every single day. You don't have to love parties or sleepovers or
constant texting. Authentic friendship means finding what works for yox—and finding

people who respect and appreciate your way of connecting.
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Meet Piper. She's twelve, loves creating digital art, and used to think she was "bad at
friendship” because she didn't want to hang out with big groups or go to loud events.
Then she met Maya, another artist who preferred quiet hangouts and deep conversations
about their creative projects. Their friendship looked different from what Piper saw other
kids doing—but it felt right. Throughout this chapter, you'll see how Piper and others

like her learned to build friendships on their own terms.

Maybe you've already made a friend or two, but you're not sure how to keep those
friendships going. Maybe you want friends but haven't found your people yet. Maybe you
have friends but you're exhausted from trying to keep up with their social expectations.
Wherever you are in your friendship journey, this chapter has practical tools to help you

build the kinds of connections that feel authentic, sustainable, and genuinely fulfilling.

Ready? Let's talk about finding your people.

—tat .
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Finding Your People

Piper discovered something amazing in sixth grade. She'd been trying to fit in with the
"popular” group at lunch, but it always left her exhausted and confused. One day, she
noticed two girls drawing in sketchbooks during free period. Piper loved art too, especially

drawing detailed fantasy creatures.

"Can I see what you're drawing?" Piper asked Maya, who was sketching an elaborate

dragon.

Maya's face lit up. "Do you like dragons? I'm designing a whole series based on different

elements—fire, water, earth, air.”

For the next hour, Piper and Maya talked about art techniques, favorite fantasy books,
and their dream art projects. Piper didn't have to pretend to be interested in things she
didn't care about. She didn't have to force herself to make eye contact or remember to

smile at the "right” times. Maya just got it.
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That's what authentic friendship feels like. It's when you can be yourself without con-

stantly worrying about doing or saying the "wrong" thing.

Signs you've found your people:

-

You can talk about your special interests without feeling judged

-

They understand when you need breaks or quiet time

-

You don't feel exhausted pretending to be someone else

-

They appreciate your unique way of seeing the world

¢ Disagreements feel safe, not scary

e’
-

Understanding Social Energy

Riley learned about social energy the hard way. Her mom kept encouraging her to hang
out with friends more often, and Riley wanted to make her happy. So when her friend
invited her to the mall on Saturday, Riley said yes. Then another friend invited her to a

birthday party on Sunday. Riley said yes to that too.

By Sunday afternoon, Riley felt like her brain was full of static. Everything was too loud,
too bright, too much. She snapped at her little brother over nothing. She couldn't focus

on anything. She felt awful.
"I think I overdid it," Riley told her mom that evening.

Her mom helped her understand something important: social time uses energy, even
when you're having fun. It's like your phone battery—it drains when you use it, and it

needs time to recharge.

Riley started thinking of her social energy like a battery with five bars:
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.

Five bars (fully charged): Ready for social activities, can handle busy environ-

ments

.

Four bars: Good for hanging out with close friends in calm settings

Three bars: Okay for short, structured activities (like a club meeting)

Two bars: Need mostly quiet time, maybe one trusted person

.

One bar: Need to be alone to recharge

Now Riley checks her battery before saying yes to plans. If she's at two bars and someone
invites her to a loud, crowded event, she knows she needs to recharge first or suggest a

quieter alternative.

Ty This! Create your own social battery tracker.

Draw five battery bars in your journal or on your phone. Check in with yourself through-

out the day. What activities drain your battery fastest? What helps you recharge?

—tat .
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Different Types of Friendships
Not all friendships look the same, and that's actually pretty cool. You might have:

Interest-based friends: People you connect with around a shared passion. Morgan
and Emma both love creating miniature art. They spend hours together building tiny
furniture and painting small details. They don't talk much about personal stuff, and that's

fine—their friendship is built around their shared creative interest.

Comfort friends: People you feel completely relaxed around. You can be quiet together
without it feeling awkward. You can stim freely. You can say "I need a break” without

explaining yourself.
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Activity friends: Friends you enjoy doing specific things with—playing a certain game,
doing a sport, working on projects. You might not hang out outside of that activity, and

that's okay.

Deep-talk friends: People you can have long, meaningful conversations with about

topics that matter to you.

You don't need to have all types of friendships, and one friend might fit into multiple
categories. The important thing is that your friendships feel good to you.

Navigating Friendship Challenges

Even great friendships hit bumps sometimes. Here are some common challenges and how

to handle them:
Challenge: Your friend wants to hang out more than you have energy for

What to try: I really like spending time with you, but I need more downtime than some
people. Can we plan to bang out once a week instead of every day? That way I'll have more

energy and we can really enjoy our time together.”
Challenge: You accidentally hurt someone's feelings

What to try: "I didn'’t realize that bothered you. I'm sorry. Can you belp me understand

what upset you? I want to make sure I don't do it again.”
Challenge: Someone is treating you in a way that doesn't feel right

What to try: "When you [specific action], I feel [emotion]. I need [what would help].” If
they don't respect your boundaries after you've clearly stated them, it might be time to

reconsider the friendship.
Challenge: You're not sure if someone wants to be your friend

What to try: Start small. Invite them to do something specific and time-limited. "Want to
work on the science project together after school?”is less pressure than "Want to be best friends

forever?”
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The Art of Being a Good Friend

Friendship isn't just about finding people who understand you—it's also about being

someone who understands others. Here's what that looks like:

Show interest in their interests: Even if you don't share their passion for soccer or
K-pop, you can ask questions and listen when they talk about it. They do the same for

you with your interests.

Respect their boundaries too: Just like you need people to respect your sensory needs

and social energy limits, your friends have their own needs and limits.

Be honest: If you can't read social cues well, it's okay to ask directly. "Are you upset
with me?" or "Do you actually want to do this, or are you just being polite?” Real friends

appreciate honesty.

Apologize when you mess up: Everyone makes mistakes. A simple, genuine "I'm sorry”

goes a long way.

Celebrate their wins: When good things happen to your friends, be happy for them.

Share their excitement.

When Friendships Change or End

Sometimes friendships change, and that can feel really hard. Maybe you and your friend
develop different interests. Maybe one of you moves away. Maybe you realize someone

isn't treating you well and you need to step back.

It's okay to feel sad when friendships change. It's also okay to outgrow friendships or to

decide a friendship isn't healthy for you.

Jade had been friends with someone since kindergarten, but by fifth grade, things felt

different. Her friend started making fun of Jade's special interest in marine biology, calling
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it "weird" and "babyish." Jade tried to explain how hurtful that was, but her friend didn't

stop.

With help from her school counselor, Jade realized this friendship wasn't making her feel
good anymore. She started spending less time with that friend and more time with people

who appreciated her interests. It was sad at first, but eventually Jade felt relieved.

You deserve friendships that make you feel valued, respected, and comfortable being
yourself.

Your Mission: Friendship Reflection

Think about your current friendships. In your journal, consider:

¢ Which friendships make you feel energized (or at least not drained)?

-

Which friendships let you be completely yourself?

* Are there any friendships that consistently make you feel bad about yourself?

-

What qualities matter most to you in a friend?

-

What kind of friend do you want to be?

Remember, quality matters more than quantity. Having two genuine friends who really

get you is better than having twenty friends you have to pretend around.

Authentic friendships are out there. They might take time to find, and they might look
different from what you see in movies or on social media. But when you find people
who appreciate the real you—your interests, your way of communicating, your need for

downtime, all of it—those friendships are absolutely worth it.



Chapter Seven

Speaking Up for
Yourself

Finding Your Voice

L EARNING TO SPEAK UP for yourself (also called self-advocacy) is one of the most
important skills you'll develop during your tween years. It means asking for what
you need, setting boundaries, and making sure people understand you—even when it

feels scary or uncomfortable.

Here's something cool: you have rights. Yes, actually have rights at school, at home, and
in the world. Not just the right to complain about cafeteria food! Real rights that protect

you and help you get what you need to succeed.

ety -
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Understanding Your Rights
Let's start with the basics. As an autistic person, you have the right to:

Be yourself: You don't have to hide your stims, pretend to make eye contact, or force

yourself to act "normal.” Your way of being is valid.
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Ask for accommodations: If you need noise-canceling headphones, extra time on tests,
a quiet space to eat lunch, or other supports, you can ask for them. Schools are required

to provide reasonable accommodations.

Say no: To hugs you don't want, to activities that overwhelm you, to anything that makes

you uncomfortable. "No" is a complete sentence.

Have your communication style respected: Whether you speak, use AAC, type to

communicate, or mix different methods, your communication is valid.

Make mistakes and learn: You don't have to be perfect. Everyone is still learning and

growing.

Knowing your rights is the first step. Using your voice to stand up for those rights is the
next step.

Starting Small: Practice Makes Progress

Olivia used to stay quiet when things bothered her at school. When the fluorescent lights
gave her headaches, she just dealt with it. When group projects made her anxious, she

pushed through. When classmates interrupted her, she let it go.

Then in history class, her teacher assigned a big group presentation. Olivia knew from
experience that she worked better alone or with just one partner. Group projects with
four or five people meant too many voices, too much chaos, and too little control over

the final product.

For the first time, Olivia decided to speak up.

"Can I talk to you about the project?” she asked her teacher after class, her heart pounding.
"Of course, Olivia.”

"I work better with smaller groups. Could I do the project with just one partner instead of a

big group?”

Her teacher thought for amoment. "That makes sense. Yes, you can work with one partner.”
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That's it. Olivia didn't have to explain her entire life story or justify why she needed this.

She stated what she needed clearly and calmly, and her teacher said yes.

Speaking up doesn't always mean big, dramatic moments. Usually, it's small, specific

requests that make your daily life better.

Let's Explore: Think of one small thing that would make your day easier. Maybe it's
sitting near the door in class so you can step out if you need a break. Maybe it's having
written instructions instead of just verbal ones. Pick something small to practice asking

for this week.

ety -
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The Self-Advocacy Formula

When you need to speak up for yourself, this simple formula can help:
1. State the situation: "When [specific thing happens]..."

2. Explain the impact: "I feel/experience [specific effect]..."

3. Make a clear request: "Could we [specific solution]?”

Here's how it works in real situations:

Example 1: "When we bave fire drills without warning, I get really overwhelmed by the

loud alarm. Could you let me know in advance when drills are scheduled so I can prepare?”

Example 2: "When I have to present in front of the whole class, I get so anxious that I can't

focus on the content. Could I present to just you or record my presentation instead?”

Example 3: "IWhen people touch my shoulder to get my attention, it's really startling for me.

Could you say my name instead?”

Notice how each example is specific and includes a clear solution? That makes it easier for

people to help you.
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Who to Talk To (And When)
Different situations call for talking to different people. Here's a quick guide:
Talk to your teacher when:

* You need classroom accommodations

* You're struggling with an assignment

¢ Something in class is overwhelming you

* You need clarification on expectations

Talk to your parents/guardians when:
* You need support at school
* You're struggling with something at home
* You need help talking to other adults

* You want to explore new accommodations

Talk to the school counselor when:
* You're having friendship troubles
* You're feeling overwhelmed or anxious
* You need help problem-solving

* You want to learn more coping strategies

Talk to your doctor when:
* You have questions about your autism

* You're experiencing new challenges
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* You need medical documentation for accommodations
* You want to explore therapy or other supports
You don't have to figure everything out alone. Part of speaking up for yourself is knowing

when to ask for help.

Handling Pushback

Sometimes when you speak up, people don't immediately say yes. They might not un-
derstand, or they might need more information. This doesn't mean you did something

wrong.
If someone says no or seems confused, try:

Ask questions: "Can you help me understand why that won't work?” Sometimes there's a

reason you didn't know about, and you can problem-solve together.

Offer alternatives: "If that solution won't work, what about [different idea]?” Show

you're flexible and willing to find a solution that works for everyone.

Get support: "Can my parent/counselor/advocate join this conversation?” Sometimes hav-

ing another person there helps.

Know your rights: If you're asking for something you're legally entitled to (like reason-
able accommodations at school), you can remind people of that. "/ understand this might

be different from usual, but I bave the right to accommodations under Section 504.”

Stay calm: This is hard, but getting upset usually makes things harder. Take deep breaths.
It's okay to say, "Can I think about this and come back to talk more later?”

Writing It Down

Some people find it easier to write things down instead of speaking outloud. That's totally

valid! You can:

* Email your teacher instead of talking in person
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¢ Write a note to your parents
* Type out what you want to say and read it during a meeting

¢ Use a communication app or AAC device

Text instead of calling

Written communication gives you time to think about exactly what you want to say. It
also creates a record of your request, which can be helpful.

Your Detective Work: Self-Advocacy Scenarios

Read each scenario and think about how you might handle it:

Scenario 1: Your friend keeps borrowing your art supplies without asking, and it bothers

you because you like your things organized in a specific way.

Scenario 2: Your teacher assigns seats, and you're placed right under a buzzing fluorescent

light that gives you headaches.

Scenario 3: Your family is planning a vacation to a theme park, but you know from

experience that crowds and loud noises overwhelm you quickly.

Scenario 4: A classmate keeps trying to hug you hello every morning, even though you've

said you don't like hugs.
For each scenario, think about:
¢ Who would you talk to?
* What would you say using the self-advocacy formula?
¢ What solution would you suggest?
There's no single "right” answer to these scenarios. The point is to practice thinking

through how you'd handle them.

Building Your Confidence
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Speaking up for yourself gets easier with practice, but it might never feel completely
comfortable—and that's okay. Even adults who are great at self-advocacy sometimes feel

nervous about it.

What helps:

.

Start small: Practice with low-stakes situations first

¢ Celebrate wins: Every time you speak up, even if it doesn't go perfectly, you're
building a skill

* Learn from experience: If something doesn't work, think about what you

might try differently next time

* Find your people: Connect with other autistic tweens and teens who under-

stand
* Be patient with yourself: This is a skill you'll keep developing for years

Remember Olivia from the beginning of this chapter? After successfully asking for a
smaller group in history class, she felt more confident. A few weeks later, she asked if
she could take tests in the quiet room instead of the noisy classroom. Then she asked her
parents if they could give her advance notice before family gatherings so she could prepare

mentally.

Each time she spoke up, it got a little bit easier.

Your Turn!

This week, practice speaking up for yourself at least once. It can be something small:
* Ask for what you want for dinner
* Tell someone you need a break
* Request a change to make something more comfortable

* Say no to something you don't want to do
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Write down what happened. How did it feel? What did you learn? What might you do

differently next time?

Your voice matters. Your needs are valid. And the more you practice using your voice, the

stronger it becomes.



Chapter Eight

Navigating School Life
Learning Your Way

S CHOOL CAN FEEL LIKE it was designed for everyone except autistic kids. The fluo-
rescent lights, the crowded hallways, the constant social navigation, the expectation
that everyone learns the same way—it's a lot. But here's the good news: once you under-

stand how you learn best and what supports you need, school gets more manageable.

Your brain didn't come with an instruction manual, but we're about to write one togeth-

€r.
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Understanding Your Learning Style

Lex is twelve and passionate about robotics. She spends hours building robots, pro-
gramming them, and troubleshooting when things don't work. She can visualize exactly
how gears and circuits fit together. She creates detailed diagrams of her designs and loves

hands-on engineering challenges.

But in school, Lex struggled. Her teachers mostly lectured while students took notes.
They'd explain concepts verbally and expect everyone to understand. For Lex, this was like

trying to build a robot by only reading about it—possible, but way harder than necessary.



NAVIGATING SCHOOL LIFE 83

Everything changed when Lex's science teacher introduced a unit on simple machines.
Instead of just lecturing, the teacher brought in actual pulleys, levers, and gears. Students

could touch them, experiment with them, and build their own simple machines.

Lex thrived. She built an elaborate pulley system and created detailed diagrams showing

how each component worked. For the first time all year, she felt like school made sense.
That's because Lex is a hands-on, visual learner. She needs to see things, touch things, and
build things to really understand them.

The Three Main Learning Styles

Most people learn best through one or two of these approaches:

Visual learners understand information best when they can see it:

¢ Diagrams, charts, and graphs make sense

-

Color-coding helps organize information

-

Watching demonstrations works better than just hearing instructions
¢ Drawing or mapping out concepts helps them remember
* Written instructions are clearer than verbal ones
Auditory learners understand information best when they can hear it:
¢ Listening to explanations helps concepts click
* Talking through problems out loud helps them think
* Verbal instructions work well
¢ Recording lectures to listen to again is helpful
* Discussion and conversation aid understanding

Kinesthetic learners understand information best when they can move and do:
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.

Hands-on activities make concepts clear

Building models or doing experiments helps them learn

Moving while studying (pacing, fidgeting) helps them focus

.

Taking breaks to move around improves concentration

Physically acting out concepts aids memory

Many autistic people are strong visual learners, but not everyone. You might be a com-
bination of styles, or you might find that different subjects work better with different

approaches.

Quick Challenge: Think about a time you learned something really well. How did you
learn it? Did you watch videos? Read about it? Try it yourself? That's a clue to your

learning style.

—at .
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Lex's Robot Parts Collection

Remember how Lex loves robotics? She started keeping a "robot parts collection” in her
locker—not actual robot parts, but learning tools that help her brain work better at

school:

* Visual aids: Graph paper for math problems, colored pens for color-coding

notes, a small whiteboard for drawing out concepts

* Fidget tools: A small gear she can spin while listening, a fidget cube for her

pocket

* Sensory supports: Noise-reducing earplugs for loud assemblies, a smooth

stone to hold during tests

* Organization tools: A checklist system for tracking assignments, folders col-
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or-coded by subject
¢ Break cards: Permission to step out of class when overwhelmed

These aren't crutches or cheating—they're tools that help Lex's brain work at its best. Just

like glasses help people see clearly, these tools help Lex learn effectively.

e’
-

Sophie's Organization System

Sophie, who you met in Chapter 4, struggled with keeping track of assignments and
materials. Papers disappeared into her backpack's black hole. She'd forget about projects
until the night before they were due. Her desk at home was covered in random papers and

supplies.

Then Sophie discovered a system that worked for her brain:

The Color-Code System:

-

Red folder and notebook for math

.

Blue for science

* Green for English

-

Yellow for social studies

.

Purple for electives

The Brain Dump Method:

Every day after school, Sophie spends five minutes writing down everything she needs to
do. She doesn't organize it yet—just gets it all out of her head and onto paper. Then she

numbers the items by priority.
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The Visual Schedule:

Sophie created a large wall calendar with different colored stickers:

* Green sticker = assignment due

Blue sticker = test or quiz

.

Red sticker = project deadline

Yellow sticker = fun event to look forward to

The Sunday Reset:

Every Sunday evening, Sophie spends 30 minutes organizing her backpack, checking her

calendar, and preparing for the week ahead.

This system works for Sophie because it's visual, consistent, and doesn't require her to
remember everything in her head. Your system might look completely different, and that's

perfect.

ety -
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Making School Work for You

Here are practical strategies that help many autistic tweens succeed at school:

For sensory challenges:
* Request a seat away from flickering lights or noisy areas
* Use noise-canceling headphones or earplugs during independent work

* Take sensory breaks when needed
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* Keep a small sensory kit in your backpack (fidgets, gum, stress ball)

¢ Wear comfortable clothing, even if it's not the "cool” style

For focus and attention:
¢ Break large assignments into smaller chunks
* Use timers to create structure (work for 15 minutes, break for 5)

* Minimize visual distractions on your desk

.

Try different study locations to find what works

-

Move while studying if that helps you focus

For organization:

¢ Use one system consistently (don't keep switching)

Set phone reminders for important deadlines

-

Take photos of the homework board instead of copying it down

* Keep extra supplies so you're never searching for a pencil

-

Use checklists for multi-step assignments

For social navigation:
¢ Identify a quiet spot where you can eat lunch if the cafeteria is overwhelming
* Find a club or activity based on your interests to meet like-minded people
* It's okay to spend free time alone if that's what you need

* You don't have to attend every social event

For communication with teachers:
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.

Email is often easier than talking in person

Be specific about what you need

Ask questions when you don't understand—that's what teachers are there for

equest written instructions in addition to verbal ones
* Request writt truct ddition to verbal

.

Let teachers know if you need more processing time

ety -
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When School Feels Impossible

Olivia, who you metin Chapter 7, had a really hard semester in sixth grade. Everything felt
overwhelming. She was behind in multiple classes. She couldn't focus. She cried before

school most mornings.

With help from her parents and school counselor, Olivia realized she needed more sup-
port. They set up a meeting with her teachers and created a 504 plan—a formal document

that outlined accommodations Olivia needed to succeed.

Olivia's accommodations included:

.

Extended time on tests and assignments
* DPermission to take breaks and step out of class when needed

* A quiet space for lunch and study hall

Reduced homework load (quality over quantity)
* Written instructions for all assignments

Within a few weeks, school felt more manageable. Olivia was still autistic—she still got
overwhelmed sometimes—but now she had official support instead of trying to push

through alone.
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If school feels impossible, that's a sign you need more support, not a sign that something
is wrong with you. Talk to your parents, your counselor, or another trusted adult about
getting help.

Your Learning Profile

Let's create your personal learning profile. In your journal, answer these questions:

Learning Style:
¢ Do I understand things better when I see them, hear them, or do them?
¢ What's the best way I've ever learned something?
¢ What makes it hard for me to focus or understand?
Sensory Needs:
¢ What sensory things at school bother me most?
* What sensory tools help me feel calm and focused?

¢ When do I need sensory breaks?

Organization:

¢ What organization systems have I tried?
* What works? What doesn't?

¢ What's my biggest organization challenge?

Support Needs:
¢ What accommodations would help me most?

* Who can I talk to about getting more support?
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* What's one thing I could ask for this week?

Understanding your learning profile is like having a map. It doesn't make the journey

effortless, but it shows you the best route to take.

et et =
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Time to Practice: Advocacy in Action

Pick one thing from this chapter that would help you at school. This week, take one step

toward making it happen:

.

Talk to a teacher about trying a new seating arrangement
* Ask your parents about setting up a 504 plan meeting

* Try anew organization system

* Request one speciﬁc accommodation

* Experiment with a different study method

Remember, school is just one part of your life. It's important, but it doesn't define you.
Your worth isn't measured by grades or how well you fitinto a system that wasn't designed

for your brain.

You're learning to navigate a world that often doesn't make sense. That takes incredible

strength, creativity, and resilience. Give yourself credit for that!
gth, Y ¥



Chapter Nine

Digital Life and Social
Media

Finding Balance

I ET'S TALK ABOUT SCREENS, social media, and digital life. This is your
world—you've grown up with technology in a way previous generations didn't. But

being autistic can make navigating digital spaces both easier and more complicated.

If you're spending more time thinking about screen time rules than actually doing stuff

you enjoy, something's off! Let's figure out how to make technology work for you.

e’
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Why Digital Spaces Can Feel Easier

Ava is eleven and finds online communication way less stressful than face-to-face con-
versations. When she's texting or messaging, she has time to think about what she wants
to say. She can edit her words before sending them. She doesn't have to worry about eye

contact, facial expressions, or tone of voice. She can take breaks without it being awkward.

For Ava and many autistic tweens, digital communication removes some of the challenges

that make in-person socializing exhausting. You can:
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* Process at your own pace: No pressure to respond immediately in real-time

Edit before sending: Time to get your words exactly right

Avoid sensory overload: No loud voices, bright lights, or crowded spaces

* Connect around interests: Find people who share your passions, no matter

where they live

.

Control your environment: Engage when you have energy, step away when

you need a break

These are real benefits. Digital spaces can be genuinely helpful for autistic people.

The Tricky Parts

But digital life also comes with challenges:

Misunderstandings happen more easily: Without tone of voice and facial expressions,
it's harder to tell if someone is joking, being sarcastic, or genuinely upset. That "lo]" might
mean they think something is funny, or they might be uncomfortable and don't know

what else to say.

It's easy to spend too much time online: When real-world socializing is exhausting,
digital spaces can feel like a relief. But spending all your time online can make you feel

disconnected and lonely in a different way.

Comparison is everywhere: Social media shows everyone's highlight reel. People post
their best moments, not their struggles. It's easy to feel like everyone else has it figured out

while you're still trying.

Mean behavior feels different: Cyberbullying can be really harmful because there's no

escape. Mean comments stay visible. Screenshots get shared. It can follow you everywhere.

Privacy is complicated: Once you post something online, you can't fully control where

it goes or who sees it.
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Creating Your Digital Balance

Avarealized she needed to think more intentionally about her digital life when she noticed
she was staying up until midnight scrolling through social media, then feeling exhausted
and irritable the next day. She was spending more time watching other people's lives than

living her own.

With help from her parents, Ava created some personal guidelines:

Time boundaries:
* No screens for the first 30 minutes after waking up (time to ease into the day)
* No screens for the last hour before bed (better sleep)
* Set a timer for social media—when it goes off, check in with herself about
whether to continue or take a break
Content boundaries:
¢ Unfollow or mute accounts that make her feel bad about herself
¢ Follow accounts related to her interests (marine biology, art, autism advocacy)

* Limit exposure to news and upsetting content

Interaction boundaries:
* Don't engage with mean comments or arguments
¢ Take time to think before responding to anything that triggers strong emotions
¢ It's okay to ignore messages when she doesn't have energy to respond

These aren't rigid rules—they're guidelines that help Ava feel good about her digital life.
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Social Media Reality Check

Let's talk about what you see on social media versus reality:

What you see: Everyone having perfect friend groups, going to parties, always looking

happy and confident.

Reality: People post their best moments. You don't see the awkward parts, the times they
felt left out, the moments they struggled. Everyone is figuring things out, including the

people who look like they have it all together.
‘What you see: People who seem to have no problems, no challenges, no bad days.

Reality: Everyone has hard days. Everyone struggles with something. The difference is

most people don't post about it.

What you see: Autistic people who seem to have everything figured out, who never

struggle, who make it look easy.

Reality: Even autistic people who are great at self-advocacy and seem super confident

have hard days. Growth isn't linear. Everyone is still learning.

When you find yourself comparing your real life to someone's social media life, remember:

you're comparing your behind-the-scenes to their highlight reel. It's not a fair comparison.

ety -
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Online Safety Basics

Let's cover some important safety stuff without being preachy about it:

Protect your personal information:

* Don't share your full name, address, phone number, or school name publicly
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* Be careful about sharing photos that show identifying information (street signs,

school logos, house numbers)

* Use privacy SCttil’lgS to control WhO can sec your pOStS

Be skeptical:
¢ Not everyone online is who they say they are
* If someone seems too good to be true, they probably are

+ Adults who want to be "friends” with tweens online are a red flag

Trust your gut:
¢ If something feels weird or uncomfortable, it probably is
* You can block people, leave conversations, or delete apps

¢ Talk to a trusted adult if something online makes you uncomfortable

Think before you post:
¢ Would you be okay with your parents, teachers, or future self seeing this?
* Could this hurt someone's feelings?
¢ Is this something you want permanently associated with you?

You don't have to be paranoid, but being thoughtful about online safety is smart.

e’
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When Online Friendships Feel More Real
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Ava has friends at school, but her closest friend is someone she met in an online marine
biology community. They've never met in person, but they message almost every day.
They share articles about ocean conservation, discuss their favorite sea creatures, and

support each other through hard times.

Ava's parents were worried at first. "Real friends are the ones you see in person,” her mom

said.

But Ava’s online friendship is real. They have genuine connection, shared interests, and

mutual support. The fact that it exists online doesn't make it less valuable.

Online friendships can be meaningful and important. Just make sure:

You're still connecting with people in your physical world too

.

You're following safety guidelines

The friendship is balanced (you both give and receive support)

* The person respects your boundaries

—tat .
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Managing Digital Overwhelm

Even though digital spaces can feel easier than in-person socializing, they can still be

overwhelming. Signs you might need a digital break:
* You feel anxious when you can't check your phone
* You're comparing yourself to others constantly

* You're staying up late scrolling

You feel worse after spending time online

.

You're avoiding real-world activities to stay online
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* You're getting into arguments or drama online frequently

Try This! Experiment with a "digital sunset.”

Pick a time each evening (maybe 8 PM or 9 PM) when you put your phone away for the

night. Use that time for reading, art, journaling, or just relaxing. Notice how you feel.

e’
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Creating Content vs. Consuming Content

There's a big difference between creating content and consuming content. Creat-
ing—whether it's writing, drawing, making videos, coding, or anything else—uses your

brain differently than scrolling and consuming.
If you love being online, consider shifting some of your time from consuming to creating:

* Start a blog about your special interest

.

Make art and share it

-

Create videos about topics you care about

» Write stories or fanfiction

.

Code games or apps

-

Build online communities around your interests

Creating gives you a sense of accomplishment and lets you contribute something mean-

ingful.

Your Mission: Digital Life Audit

This week, pay attention to your digital life without judgment. Notice:
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Time: How much time are you spending online? When are you online most?

Feelings: How do you feel before, during, and after being online? What activities make

you feel good? What makes you feel bad?

Content: What are you doing online? Socializing? Learning? Creating? Mindlessly

scrolling?
Balance: Are you missing out on other things you enjoy because of screen time?

After a week of noticing, decide if anything needs to change. Maybe you're happy with
your digital life as it is. Maybe you want to adjust something. Either way, being intentional

about it puts you in control.

The Bottom Line

Technology and social media aren't good or bad—they're tools. Like any tool, they can be
used in ways that help you or ways that hurt you. The goal isn't to avoid digital life (that's
not realistic or necessary). The goal is to use it intentionally in ways that make your life

better.

You get to decide what that looks like for you!



Chapter Ten

Looking Forward

Your Autistic Future

ET'S TALK ABOUT YOUR future. Not in a scary, overwhelming way—in an exciting,
L possibility-filled way. Being an autistic tween means you're figuring out who you are
and who you want to become. That's big stuff, but you don't have to have it all figured

out right now.

Future You is gOiIlg to be pretty awesome. Current You is already pretty awesome. Let's

make a plan that honors both.

— ¥ .
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Zoe's Sticky Note System

Zoe is twelve and loves planning. She has big dreams—she wants to be a veterinarian, learn
three languages, travel to Japan, and write a book. But when she thought about all of that

at once, it felt impossible and overwhelming.

Then Zoe discovered something that changed everything: breaking big dreams into tiny

StCPS.

She bought a pack of colorful sticky notes and wrote one small action on each note:
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* "Research what classes veterinarians take in college”
¢ "Learn five Japanese words"

* "Read one book about animal medicine”

* "Practice drawing animals for 15 minutes"

She stuck these notes on her wall and did one or two each week. Some weeks she did
more, some weeks she did less. But slowly, her big dreams started feeling more real and

less overwhelming.

That's the secret to thinking about your future: you don't have to do everything at once.

You just have to take small steps in the direction you want to go.

Your Strengths Are Your Superpowers

Being autistic means your brain works differently, and different isn't bad—it's just differ-

ent. In fact, many of the things that make you autistic can be incredible strengths:

Attention to detail: You notice things other people miss. This is valuable in fields like

science, art, editing, programming, quality control, and so many others.

Deep focus: When you're interested in something, you can focus intensely for long

periods. This ability to dive deep into topics is how experts are made.

Pattern recognition: Many autistic people are excellent at seeing patterns and connec-

tions. This is useful in math, music, coding, research, and problem-solving.

Honesty and directness: You say what you mean. In a world full of hidden meanings

and social games, your straightforward communication is refreshing.

Loyalty: When you care about people or causes, you're deeply committed. You're a

reliable friend and passionate advocate.

Unique perspective: You see the world differently, which means you come up with

creative solutions others might not think of.
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These aren't just nice things to say—they're real strengths that will serve you well in

whatever future you create.
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Autistic Adults Living Amazing Lives

Let's meet some autistic adults who are thriving:

Dr. Sarab Chen, Marine Biologist

Dr. Chen studies coral reefs and ocean ecosystems. Her ability to focus intensely on details
helps her notice subtle changes in coral health that others might miss. She spends months
at a time doing research at remote ocean sites—which works perfectly for her because
she finds the quiet, structured environment of a research station much more comfortable

than busy cities.

"Being autistic makes me a better scientist,” Dr. Chen says. "My brain is wired to notice
patterns and details. I can spend hours observing the same section of reef and never get bored.

That's exactly what this work requires.”

Dr. Chen also advocates for making science more accessible to autistic people. She men-

tors autistic students and pushes for accommodations in research settings.

Marcus Rivera, Auto Mechanic

Marcus owns his own auto repair shop. He discovered his love for fixing things when he
was ten years old and took apart his bike to see how it worked. Now he diagnoses and

repairs complex mechanical problems that other mechanics can't figure out.

"I can visualize how all the parts fit together,” Marcus explains. "When something’s wrong,
1 can mentally trace through the systems until I find the problem. Plus, I genuinely love the
work. I could spend all day working on engines.”
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Marcus structured his business to work with his autistic brain. He takes fewer appoint-
ments per day so he's not rushed. He has a quiet office where he can take breaks. He hired
someone else to handle customer service because that's not his strength. He focused on

what he's good at and found ways to manage the rest.

Dr. Jamie Wong, Research Scientist

Dr. Wong develops new medical treatments in a pharmaceutical research lab. The work
requires intense focus, attention to detail, and the ability to follow complex protocols

precisely—all things that come naturally to Dr. Wong.

"I struggled socially in school,” Dr. Wong shares. "1 felt like I didn't fit in anywhere. But I
loved science. I spent all my free time reading about biology and chemistry. That passion led

me to where I am now.”

Dr. Wong works in a lab with other scientists who share similar interests and communi-
cation styles. "I found my people,” Dr. Wong says. "We're all a bit nerdy and direct. We

care more about the science than small talk. It's perfect for me.”
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Many Paths Forward
There's no single "right" path for autistic people. Your future might include:

College or university: Many autistic people thrive in higher education, especially when
studying topics they're passionate about. Colleges often have disability services that pro-

vide accommodations.

Trade schools or apprenticeships: Learning hands-on skills in fields like welding,

electrical work, culinary arts, or technology can be a great fit.

Starting your own business: Being your own boss means you can structure your work

environment and schedule to fit your needs.
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Creative careers: Art, writing, music, design, and other creative fields value unique

perspectives and allow for flexible work arrangements.

STEM fields: Science, technology, engineering, and math often attract autistic people

because they're based on logic, patterns, and systems.

Service careers: Some autistic people love helping others through healthcare, teaching,

counseling, or social work.

And so many other options: The world is full of possibilities. Your path might look
completely different from anyone else's, and that's okay.

Planning Without Pressure

Here's what you don 't need to do right now:

-

Pick your exact career

-

Know where you'll go to college

* Have your whole life mapped out

-

Be certain about everything

Here's what you can do right now:

-

Explore your interests

-

Try new things

* Learn about yourself

-

Build skills

-

Dream about possibilities

Think of your tween years as exploration time. You're gathering information about what
y y p g g
you like, what you're good at, what energizes you, and what drains you. All of that

information will help you make decisions later.
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Let's Explore: Future Visioning

Grab your journal and imagine your life five years from now. Don't worry about being

realistic—just dream:

.

Where are you living?

.

What are you spending your time doing?

Who are the people in your life?

What have you learned or accomplished?

What makes you happy?

.

What does a typical day look like?

Now think about what small steps might move you toward that vision. You don't need a

detailed plan—just one or two things you could explore or try.

— o ¥
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Building Your Support System

Whatever future you create, you don't have to do it alone. Start building your support

system now:

Find mentors: Look for autistic adults or allies who can offer guidance and encourage-
ment. This might be a teacher, counselor, family friend, or someone you connect with

online.

Connect with other autistic people: Join online communities, local support groups,

or autism-focused activities. Learning from others' experiences is invaluable.

Educate your allies: Help the people who support you understand what you need. The

better they understand autism, the better they can help.



LOOKING FORWARD 105

Develop self-advocacy skills: Keep practicing speaking up for yourself. This skill will

serve you for your entire life.

Take care of your mental health: Find a therapist or counselor who understands

autism. Having someone to talk to makes everything easier.

_—rat .
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Your Autistic Identity

As you grow up, you'll keep learning about what being autistic means for you. Your

relationship with your autistic identity might change over time, and that's normal.

Some autistic people see autism as a core part of who they are—inseparable from their
identity. Others see it as one characteristic among many. Some people embrace autistic

culture and community. Others don't connect with that as much.

There's no right way to be autistic. Your autistic identity is yours to define.

Quick Challenge: Letter to Future You
Write a letter to yourself five years from now. Tell Future You:

* What you're interested in right now

.

‘What you're proud of

-

What you're working on

-

What you hope for them

.

‘What advice you want them to remember

Seal it up and put it somewhere safe. Open it in five years and see how far you've come.
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The Truth About Growing Up Autistic

Here's what I want you to know: Growing up autistic in a world designed for non-autistic
people is hard. You'll face challenges. You'll have days when you feel frustrated, over-

whelmed, or like you don't fit anywhere.

Butyou'll also discover your strengths. You'll find your people. You'll learn to advocate for

yourself. You'll create a life that works for your brain. You'll do amazing things.

Being autistic doesn't limit your future—it shapes it in unique and valuable ways. The
world needs autistic people. We need your attention to detail, your deep focus, your

unique perspective, your honesty, your passion.

Your future is full of possibility. Take it one step at a time, be patient with yourself, and

remember: you're not broken, you're not wrong, and you're definitely not alone.

The best part? You get to decide what your autistic future looks like. That's pretty

exciting!



Conclusion

“ 7’ OU MADE IT! YOU'VE journeyed through ten chapters about being an autistic

tween, and hopefully you've learned some things about yourself along the way.

Remember Dallas and her rock collection? She taught us that our special interests aren't
weird—they're windows into how our brains work best. Amelia showed us that sensory
experiences shape our world in important ways. Gillian, Maya, and Jade helped us un-

derstand that emotions are valid, even when they're big and complicated.

Florence, Zara, and Sophie reminded us that self-care isn't selfish—it's necessary. Liana
showed us that our unique ways of seeing the world lead to amazing discoveries. Riley
taught us about managing social energy. Olivia demonstrated the power of speaking up
for ourselves. Lex proved that understanding how we learn makes everything easier. Ava
helped us navigate digital life with intention. And Zoe showed us that big dreams become

possible when we break them into small steps.

But here's the most important thing: this book isn't really about any of those characters.

It's about you.

You're navigating a world that often doesn't make sense, using a brain that works differ-
ently, during a time of life that's already complicated for everyone. That takes incredible

strength, creativity, and courage. Give yourself credit for that.

Being autistic isn't something to fix or overcome—it's part of who you are. Your autistic
brain sees patterns others miss, focuses deeply on what matters to you, and experiences

the world in vivid, intense ways. Those aren't flaws. They're features.

As you continue through your tween years and beyond, remember:
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* Your needs are valid

* Your voice matters

Your way of being is enough

.

You deserve friendships that celebrate the real you

You have the right to accommodations and support

Your future is full of possibility

Keep exploring, keep learning about yourself, keep speaking up for what you need, and

keep being authentically you. The world needs exactly that.

You've got this. And you're not alone.



Thank you

for reading my book!

I SINCERELY HOPE YOU enjoyed my book. I would love to hear your feedback! Won't
you please take a moment to give my book an honest review? Simply scan the barcode

below, which will take you to the product page where you can leave your comments.
Again, thank you!

Katie



https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G6JMJK15

Bibliography

References and Further
Reading

: ’ VHIS BOOK IS BASED on the author's personal experiences supporting autistic family
members and connecting with the autism community over more than two decades.
The stories shared are composites drawn from real experiences, with identifying details

changed to protect privacy.

While the author bas consulted various resources about autism and relationships over the
years, the primary expertise comes from lived experience rather than academic research.
Readers secking clinical information about autism spectrum disorder should consult qual-

ified healthcare professionals.

ety -
-_—\—

American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental

disorders (5th ed.). Arlington, VA: American Psychiatric Publishing.

Attwood, T. (2007). The complete guide to Asperger's syndrome. Jessica Kingsley Publish-

ers.
Baron-Cohen, S. (2008). Autism and Asperger syndrome. Oxtord University Press.

Beardon, L. (2017). Autism and Asperger syndrome in adults. Sheldon Press.



BIBLIOGRAPHY 111

Bogdashina, O. (2016). Sensory perceptual issues in autism and Asperger syndrome: Dif-
ferent sensory experiences, different perceptual worlds (2nd ed.). Jessica Kingsley Publish-

€rs.

Brown, L. (2022). Autistic community and the neurodiversity movement: Stories from the

frontline. Palgrave Macmillan.

Cage, E., Di Monaco, J., & Newell, V. (2018). Experiences of autism acceptance and
mental health in autistic adults. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 48(2),
473-484.

Cage, E., & Troxell-Whitman, Z. (2019). Understanding the reasons, contexts and costs of
camouflaging for autistic adults. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, £9(5),
1899-1911.

Cassidy, S., Bradley, L., Shaw, R., & Baron-Cohen, S. (2018). Risk markers for suicidality

in autistic adults. Molecular Autism, 9(1), 42.

Cook,J.,Hull, L., Crane, L., & Mandy, W. (2021). Camouflaging in autism: A systematic
review. Clinical Psychology Review, 89, 102080.

Crompton, C. J., Ropar, D., Evans-Williams, C. V., Flynn, E. G., & Fletcher-Watson,
S. (2020). Autistic peer-to-peer information transfer is highly effective. Autism, 24(7),
1704-1712.

DaWalt, L. S., Greenberg, J. S., & Mailick, M. R. (2018). Transitioning together: A
multi-family group psychoeducation program for adolescents with ASD and their par-
ents. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 48(1), 251-263.

Dean, M., Harwood, R., & Kasari, C. (2017). The art of camouflage: Gender differences
in the social behaviors of girls and boys with autism spectrum disorder. Autism, 21(6),

678-689.

Duvekot, J., van der Ende, ]., Verhulst, F. C., & Greaves-Lord, K. (2017). Examining
bidirectional effects between the autism spectrum disorder (ASD) phenotype and anxiety
and depression symptoms in adolescents with ASD. Journal of Child Psychology and
Psychiatry, 58(10), 1155-1163.



112 THE NEURODIVERGENT TWEEN GIRL

Gould, J., & Ashton-Smith, J. (2011). Missed diagnosis or misdiagnosis? Girls and

women on the autism spectrum. Good Autism Practice, 12(1), 34—41.

Grandin, T. (2006). Thinking in pictures: My life with autism (Expanded ed.). Vintage
Books.

Grandin, T., & Panek, R. (2013). The autistic brain: Thinking across the spectrum.
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

Green, R. M., Travers, A. M., Howe, Y., & McLoone, J. K. (2019). Women and
autism spectrum disorder: Diagnosis and implications for treatment of adolescents and

adults. Current Psychiatry Reports, 21(4), 22.

Happé, F., & Frith, U. (2020). Annual research review: Looking back to look for-
ward—changes in the concept of autism and implications for future research. Journal of

Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 61(3), 218-232.

Hendrick, S. (2015). Women and girls with antism spectrum disorder: Understanding
life experiences from early childhood to old age. Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

Holwerda, A., van der Klink, J. J., Groothoff, J. W., & Brouwer, S. (2012). Predictors
for work participation in individuals with an autism spectrum disorder: A systematic

review. Journal of Occupational Rebabilitation, 22(3), 333-352.

Howlin, P., & Moss, P. (2012). Adults with autism spectrum disorders. The Canadian
Journal of Psychiatry, 57(5), 275-283.

Hull, L., Petrides, K. V., Allison, C., Smith, P., Baron-Cohen, S., Lai, M. C., & Mandy, W.
(2017). "Putting on my best normal": Social camouflaging in adults with autism spectrum

conditions. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 47(8), 2519-2534.

Huws, J. C., & Jones, R. S. (2015). 'I'm really glad this is developmental': Autism and

social comparisons—an interpretative phenomenological analysis. Autism, 19(1), 84-90.

Kapp, S. K., Steward, R., Crane, L., Elliott, D., Elphick, C., Pellicano, E., & Russell,
G. (2019). 'People should be allowed to do what they like': Autistic adults' views and
experiences of stimming. Autism, 23(7), 1782-1792.



BIBLIOGRAPHY 113

Kenworthy, L., Yerys, B. E., Anthony, L. G., & Wallace, G. L. (2008). Understanding
executive control in autism spectrum disorders in the lab and in the real world. Nexropsy-

chology Review, 18(4), 320-338.

Lai, M. C., Lombardo, M. V., Auyeung, B., Chakrabarti, B., & Baron-Cohen, S. (2015).
Sex/gender differences and autism: Setting the scene for future research. Journal of the

American Academy of Child € Adolescent Psychiatry, 54(1), 11-24.

Lawson, W. (2020). Adaptive morphing and coping with social threat in autism: An
autistic perspective. Journal of Intellectual Disability—Diagnosis and Treatment, 8(3),
519-526.

Loomes, R., Hull, L., & Mandy, W. P. L. (2017). What is the male-to-female ratio in
autism spectrum disorder? A systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of the Ameri-

can Academy of Child €5 Adolescent Psychiatry, 56(6), 466—474.

Lorenz, T., & Heinitz, K. (2014). Aspergers—different, not less: Occupational strengths
and job interests of individuals with Asperger's syndrome. PLoS One, 9(6), ¢100358.

Mademtzi, M., Singh, P., Shic, F., & Koenig, K. (2018). Challenges of females with
autism: A parental perspective. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 48(4),
1301-1310.

Mandy, W., Chilvers, R., Chowdhury, U., Salter, G., Seigal, A., & Skuse, D. (2012). Sex
differences in autism spectrum disorder: Evidence from a large sample of children and

adolescents. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 42(7), 1304-1313.

Mazurek, M. O. (2014). Loneliness, friendship, and well-being in adults with autism
spectrum disorders. Autism, 18(3), 223-232.

Milton, D. E. (2012). On the ontological status of autism: The 'double empathy prob-
lem'. Disability € Society, 27(6), 883-887.

Mottron, L. (2017). Should we change targets and methods of early intervention in
autism, in favor of a strengths-based education? Exropean Child € Adolescent Psychiatry,
26(7), 815-825.



114 THE NEURODIVERGENT TWEEN GIRL

Murray, D., Lesser, M., & Lawson, W. (2005). Attention, monotropism and the diagnos-

tic criteria for autism. Autism, 9(2), 139-156.

Ne'eman, A. (2010). The future (and the past) of autism advocacy, or why the ASA's
magazine, The Advocate, wouldn't publish this piece. Disability Studies Quarterly, 30(1).

Nicolaidis, C., Raymaker, D., McDonald, K., Kapp, S., Weiner, M., Ashkenazy, E., ...
& Baggs, A. (2015). Comparison of healthcare experiences in autistic and non-autistic
adults: A cross-sectional online survey facilitated by an academic-community partner-

ship. Journal of General Internal Medicine, 30(6), 761-769.

Pellicano, E., Dinsmore, A., & Charman, T. (2014). What should autism research fo-
cus upon? Community views and priorities from the United Kingdom. Autism, 18(7),

756-770.

Riccio, A., Tanniello, A., Spadaro, L., & Vellante, V. (2021). Peer relationships in ado-
lescents and young adults with autism spectrum disorder: Evidence from a systematic

review. Children, 8(9), 809.

Rowley, E., Chandler, S., Baird, G., Simonoft, E., Pickles, A., Loucas, T., & Charman,
T. (2012). The experience of friendship, victimization and bullying in children with
an autism spectrum disorder: Associations with child characteristics and school place-

ment. Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders, 6(3), 1126-1134.

Russell, G., Steer, C., & Golding, J. (2011). Social and demographic factors that influence
the diagnosis of autistic spectrum disorders. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemi-
ology, 46(12), 1283-1293,

Rynkiewicz, A., Schuller, B., Marchi, E., Piana, S., Camurri, A., Lassalle, A., &
Baron-Cohen, S. (2016). An investigation of the 'female camouflage effect’ in autism
using a computerized ADOS-2 and a test of sex/gender difterences. Molecular Autism,
A1), 10.

Sasson, N.]., Faso, D.]., Nugent, J., Lovell, S., Kennedy, D. P., & Grossman, R. B. (2017).
Neurotypical peers are less willing to interact with those with autism based on thin slice

judgments. Scientific Reports, 7(1), 40700.



BIBLIOGRAPHY 115

Schuck, R. K., Tagavi, D. M., Baiden, K. M., Dwyer, P., Williams, Z. J., Osuna, A., ...
& Vernon, T. W. (2022). Neurodiversity and autism intervention: Reconciling perspec-
tives through a naturalistic developmental behavioral intervention framework. journal of

Autism and Developmental Disorders, 52(10), 4625-4645.

Scott, M., Milbourn, B., Falkmer, M., Black, M., Bélte, S., Halladay, A., ... & Girdler,
S.(2019). Factors impacting employment for people with autism spectrum disorder: A
scoping review. Autism, 23(4), 869-901.

Sedgewick, F., Hill, V., Yates, R., Pickering, L., & Pellicano, E. (2016). Gender differences
in the social motivation and friendship experiences of autistic and non-autistic adoles-

cents. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 46(4), 1297-1306.

Silberman, S. (2015). NeuroTribes: The legacy of autism and the future of neurodiversity.
Avery.

Singer, J. (2017). NeuroDiversity: The birth of an idea. Self-published.

Smith, I. C., & Reichow, B. (2016). Brief report: Cognitive behavioral therapy for anxiety
in high-functioning autism spectrum disorders—A case study. Journal of Autism and

Developmental Disorders, 46(7), 2569-2575.

Stevenson, J. L., & Hart, K. R. (2017). Psychometric properties of the autism-spectrum
quotient for assessing low and high levels of autistic traits in college students. Journal of

Autism and Developmental Disorders, 47(6), 1838-1853.

Sturm, A., Kuhfeld, M., Kasari, C., & McCracken, J. T. (2017). Development and vali-
dation of an item response theory-based Social Responsiveness Scale short form. journal

of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 58(9), 1053-1061.

U.S. Department of Education. (2020). Protecting students with disabilities. Office for
Civil Rights.

U.S. Department of Education. (2021). Supporting child and student social, emotional,
bebavioral, and mental bealth needs. Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Ser-

vices.



116 THE NEURODIVERGENT TWEEN GIRL

Volkmar, F. R., & Wiesner, L. A. (2017). Essential clinical guide to understanding and

treating antism. John Wiley & Sons.

Walker, N. (2014). Neurodiversity: Some basic terms and definitions. Neurocosmopoli-
tanism. Retrieved from http://neurocosmopolitanism.com/neurodiversity-some-ba-

sic-terms-definitions/

White, S. W., Oswald, D., Ollendick, T., & Scahill, L. (2009). Anxiety in children and
adolescents with autism spectrum disorders. Clinical Psychology Review, 29(3), 216-229.

Williams, D. (2010). Theory of own mind in autism: Evidence of a specific deficit in
self-awareness? Autism, 14(5), 474-494.

Wood-Downie, H., Wong, B., Kovshoff, H., Mandy, W., Hull, L., & Hadwin, J.
A. (2021). Sex/gender differences in camouflaging in children and adolescents with
autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 51(4), 1353-1364.

World Health Organization. (2018). International dassification of diseases for mortality
and morbidity statistics (11th Revision). WHO.

Yergeau, M. (2018). Authoring autism: On rhetoric and neurological queerness. Duke

University Press.

Zener, D. (2019). Journey to diagnosis for women with autism. Advances in Autism, 5(1),

2-13.

Zwaigenbaum, L., Bauman, M. L., Choueiri, R., Kasari, C., Carter, A., Granpeesheh,
D,, ... & Natowicz, M. R. (2015). Early intervention for children with autism spectrum
disorder under 3 years of age: Recommendations for practice and research. Pediatrics,

136(Supplement 1), S60-S81.



